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Psychologists and philosophers have argued that the capacity for perseverance or 
“grit” depends both on willpower and on a kind of epistemic resilience. But can a 
form of hopefulness in one’s future success also constitute a source of grit? I argue 
that substantial practical hopefulness, as a hope to bring about a desired outcome 
through exercises of one’s agency, can serve as a distinctive ground for the capacity 
for perseverance. Gritty agents’ “practical hope” centrally involves an attention-
fueled, risk-inclined weighting of two competing concerns over action: when facing 
the decision of whether to persevere, hopeful gritty agents prioritize the aim of 
choosing a course of action which might go very well over that of choosing a course 
of action which is very likely to go fairly well. By relying on the notion of a “risk-
inclined attentional pattern” as a dimension of gritty agents’ practical hope, we can 
explain that form of hope’s contribution to their motivation and practical rationality, 
especially on a risk-weighted expected utility framework. The upshot is a more 
pluralistic view of the sources of grit.

Keywords: grit, hope, motivation, moral psychology, practical rationality, decision 
theory

1. Hopeful Perseverance

Psychologists have argued that success at long-term, difficult endeavours (such 
as getting back in shape, mastering a musical instrument or getting a PhD) cru-
cially turns on the capacity to persevere, called “grit”. This capacity is supposed 
to explain why, holding circumstances like talent and social context fixed, some 
press on and succeed in the face of adversity while others give up, despite still 
seeing their initial commitment as valuable (see Duckworth, Peterson, Mat-
thews, & Kelly 2007; Duckworth & Quinn 2009). Some have emphasized grit’s 
dependence on the notions of willpower and epistemic resilience: psychologists 
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have found a high correlation between the capacity for perseverance and the 
self-control facet of conscientiousness (see Meriac, Slifka, & LaBat 2015), while 
philosophers have argued that grit involves an epistemic disposition to require 
especially strong evidence to revise one’s initial positive assessment of one’s 
chances of success (Morton & Paul 2019).1 By contrast, both popular discussions 
of grit and assessments of its value in educational contexts portray hopefulness 
as constituting a distinctive source or dimension of the capacity for persever-
ance. For instance, in a book aimed at popular audiences, Angela Duckworth 
(who proposed the grit construct and developed the “Grit Scale”) writes the fol-
lowing (2016: 169):2

What is hope? One kind of hope is the expectation that tomorrow will be 
better than today. It’s the kind of hope that has us yearning for sunnier 
weather, or a smoother path ahead. It comes without the burden of respon-
sibility. The onus is on the universe to make things better. Grit depends on 
a different kind of hope. It rests on the expectation that our own efforts can 
improve our future. I have a feeling tomorrow will be better is different 
from I resolve to make tomorrow better. The hope that gritty people have 
has nothing to do with luck and everything to do with getting up again.

Such emphasis on a form of “perseverance-conducive” hope echoes recent phil-
osophical discussions. Cheshire Calhoun, for instance, has recently highlighted 
the importance of a distinctive kind of hope for temporally-extended agency, 
which she calls “substantial practical hope”, and which she defines as a “hope 
for the realization of one’s ends through one’s own efforts” (Calhoun 2018: 69). In 
a similar vein, Adrienne Martin (2020) has contrasted “personal hope”, defined 
as a hope to bring about a desired outcome through one’s agency, with “imper-
sonal” or “idle” hopes for outcomes lying outside the scope of one’s influence. 
Both authors also oppose substantial practical or personal hope to “mundane” 
or “prosaic” hope, such as the hope for good weather, or the hope that one’s 
neighbor has a good day.3

1. For a recent meta-analysis of the grit literature with a focus on grit’s relation with 
conscientiousness, see Credé, Tynan, and Harms (2017). Morton and Paul (2019) have coined 
the term “epistemic resilience” to capture the kind of belief formation involved in grit. How-
ever, one should bear in mind that psychologists have used “resilience” simpliciter and “grit” 
to designate two distinct psychological constructs, the latter having been operationalized as 
an individual psychological trait and the former as a process implying both the presence of a 
threat to one’s well-being and positive adaptation despite the adversity encountered (see Oshio, 
Taku, Hirano, & Saeed 2018). In what follows, I focus exclusively on grit and its relations with 
hopefulness.

2. See also Davenport (2016) and Stitzlein (2018).
3. Following a distinction often made in the hope literature, as discussed in Section 2.
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Substantial practical hope, like all hope, appears to involve the belief that 
an outcome is possible and a desire for that outcome.4 But if it is to constitute 
a unique source of grit—as suggested by some depictions of that capacity, it 
must go beyond a belief-desire pair. For as we will see, it seems possible for two 
agents engaged in a difficult project, one having grit and the other lacking it, to 
desire success equally strongly, to both see its occurrence as unlikely, to exhibit 
equal willpower and epistemic resilience, while still differing in their motivation 
to bring success about.5 In such circumstances, which form of hopefulness do 
gritty agents exhibit, such that it can provide them with a unique motivation to 
persevere, irreducible to that of strong desire? And if a form of hopefulness can 
indeed count as an independent source of grit, how should we understand its 
contribution to gritty agents’ practical rationality?

My aim is to answer these questions. I want to explain why the kind of prac-
tical hopefulness highlighted by Calhoun and others counts as a standalone, 
philosophically interesting dimension of grit. In particular, I will argue that 
when facing decisions that can impact whether the outcome they desire mate-
rializes, gritty agents who have practical hope go beyond desiring success and 
seeing it as possible: they also exhibit what I call a “risk-inclined attentional pat-
tern”. Gritty agents’ tendency to focus their attention on their desired outcome’s 
goodness as opposed to its odds of materializing leads them to adopt a specific 
weighting of two competing concerns we have over action: they prioritize the 
concern with choosing a course of action which might go very well over that of 
choosing a course of action which is very likely to go fairly well. By depicting gritty 
agents’ form of hopefulness as involving risk-inclination, we can explain their 
disposition to persevere when their non-gritty counterparts would give up, as 
well as the practical rationality of such perseverance. The result is a more inclu-
sive picture of the sources of grit.

Sections 2 and 3 turn to existing views of substantial practical hope, to con-
clude that they either cannot account for gritty agents’ sustained motivation, 
or for their practical rationality. Sections 4 and 5 then introduce the notion of a 
risk-inclined attentional pattern as a dimension of gritty agents’ practical hope. 
Finally, Section 6 explains how practical hope can rationalize perseverance, in 
particular on a theory of practical rationality more permissive than standard 
expected utility—namely, Lara Buchak’s (2013) risk-weighted expected utility 

4. The desire-belief model of hope, which equates hope with a “desire in the context of epis-
temic uncertainty” (Martin 2014: 11; see Downie 1963; Day 1969) is often seen as accounting for 
mundane hopes, but not for substantial, life-shaping hopes (see Martin 2014: Chapter 1).

5. The cases I have in mind thus have a similar structure to Martin’s Cancer	Research (2014: 
15–16) and to Meirav’s Shawshank	Redemption (2009: 222), both of which have been used to argue 
against the belief-desire view of hope. As we will see, my cases are also “grit cases” in Morton’s 
and Paul’s (2019) sense: they feature a pair of agents differing in their capacity for perseverance 
despite being placed in a relevantly similar position. More on this in Section 2.
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theory. Section 6 also draws lessons from the study of grit for decision theory 
more generally.

2. Grit-Conducive Fantasies

To motivate the intuition that the capacity for perseverance can be rooted in a 
form of hopefulness, consider the following two cases:

Aspiring Novelists

Gabriel and Jules have both completed their MA in Creative Writing three 
years ago. For the past two years, they each have invested themselves fully 
in the project of writing their first novels. They have eschewed all work 
commitments and have managed to spend time on their book manuscripts 
almost every day. They have submitted their manuscripts to the very same 
six publishers: all rejections. After the third rejection, Jules was still commit-
ted to the project of writing his first novel. But he has now decided to give 
up and try to find other work instead. Gabriel, on the other hand, keeps 
sending modified versions of his manuscript to publishers. He hasn’t lost 
hope to become a novelist, and it’s this hope that keeps him going.

Missing Child6

Emily and Tony Hughes are on holiday in a rural French town when 
their son Oliver disappears. Eight years later, he still has not been found. 
In the meantime, Emily has started a new life with one of the detectives 
who initially worked on the case. She has stopped looking for their son. 
Tony, on the other hand, is still continuing the search. After having seen 
a recent photograph of a boy wearing a headscarf identical to the one 
Oliver was wearing on the day he disappeared (and made for him with 
a unique insignia), he contacts the retired detective who originally led 
the search. The case gets reopened. Tony becomes actively engaged in 
the investigation, moved by the hope to find his son alive, while Emily 
refuses to participate.

In Aspiring Novelists and Missing	Child, Gabriel’s and Tony’s form of hopeful-
ness seems to provide them with an especially resilient motivation to pursue 
the outcomes they desire. By contrast, Jules and Emily do not display Gabriel’s 

6. This case is inspired from the critically acclaimed series The Missing (2014).



268 • Catherine	Rioux

Ergo • vol. 8, no. 33 • 2021

and Tony’s resolve, despite sharing the latter’s strong desires for the relevant 
outcomes, as well as their verdicts concerning those outcomes’ low probability 
of occurring. Furthermore, Gabriel’s and Tony’s form of hopefulness appears to 
contribute to their practical rationality: whereas giving up seems like the ratio-
nal option for Jules and Emily, persevering seems best for Gabriel and Tony. 
A satisfying account of hopefulness as a distinctive source of grit should make 
sense of these intuitive verdicts concerning hope’s motivational power and ratio-
nalizing influence.

Interestingly, cases structurally similar to the ones just presented figure 
prominently in the recent literature on substantial hope. Adrienne Martin (2014: 
14–16), in particular, introduces the case of Alan and Bess, two cancer patients 
who have enrolled in the early-phase trial of an experimental drug. Both patients 
strongly desire to be cured and know that being cured is extremely unlikely. 
But whereas Bess’s hope that “she will be the 1 percent” is “what keeps her 
going” (Martin 2014: 15), as she plans for and projects herself into a future in 
which she lives, Alan instead dedicates greater energy preparing for his death. 
Martin takes such a difference in motivation to underlie a difference in moti-
vationally potent, substantial hope. Her account of substantial hope as partly 
constituted by a “licensing stance” aims to capture what distinguishes hopeful 
agents such as Bess. On Martin’s view, those who have substantial hope endorse 
their desire for an uncertain outcome and see it as giving them sufficient rea-
sons to engage in various hopeful activities. These include planning around the 
hoped-for outcome’s realization, experiencing positive feelings of anticipation 
and, importantly for our purposes, “fantasizing” about the hoped-for outcome’s 
materialization. In fact, Martin takes hope’s “typical expression” in fantasizing to 
explain why hope is often seen as having a unique motivational influence (2011; 
2014: 95–103). Fantasizing is supposed to explain why hopeful agents are moti-
vated to make decisions that their non-hopeful counterparts would not make. It 
is also supposed to explain why these decisions can count as practically rational.

In contrast with Martin (2014), my interest lies in the form of hopefulness 
displayed by gritty agents. That form of hopefulness seems quite different from 
other instances of substantial hope for outcomes lying outside the scope of one’s 
agency (such as Bess’s hope that her treatment will work). Substantial practi-
cal or “personal” hope, unlike “idle” or “impersonal” substantial hope (Martin 
2020) for outcomes lying outside the scope of one’s influence, is directed at the 
realization of a desired outcome through one’s own efforts. As such, it seems 
unique in its capacity to motivate actions directed at that outcome’s realization.7 

7. To be sure, “idle” or “impersonal” substantial hopes also have motivating effects: they can 
enable us to “live well” and cope with hardships, as we experience positive feelings of anticipation 
and plan around the hoped-for outcome’s realization. See in particular Martin’s (2014: 83–85) vivid 
description of substantial hope’s sustaining power in “trials”, namely cases where one doesn’t 
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At the same time, despite differences in the actions they motivate, both sub-
stantial practical and idle hope are endowed with a motivational power going 
beyond that of desire (as the aforementioned cases illustrate). We can thus begin 
our inquiry into hope as a dimension of grit by turning to Martin’s (2011; 2014) 
account of the mechanism underlying substantial hope’s motivational influence. 
As her account was introduced prior to distinction between idle and practical 
hope, it might plausibly apply to both hope variants.

Martin argues that hope-generated fantasies tell stories in which our desires 
are satisfied. In doing so, they present us with previously unrecognized, valu-
able aspects of our ends, thus reinforcing our motivation to pursue them. Martin 
uses the case of a young writer who is trying to get pregnant and who is hopeful 
that she will succeed (2011: 163; 2014: 88–89). This writer has various fantasies 
about motherhood, one of which pictures her in the front porch, working on 
her first novel, while her baby naps in a swing. As the writer pictures this scene, 
it occurs to her that becoming a mother could affect her writing in interesting 
ways, by giving her the experience of a new range of emotions. In turn, this 
possibility appears to her as a new reason to become a mother, thereby strength-
ening her commitment to this project. Martin insists that the sense in which fan-
tasies present one with reasons is distinct from that in which desires do. Since 
fantasies result from the “free play of the imagination”, they propose a world 
which is to some degree distant from the actual world. It is then up to the fanta-
sizer to determine whether that worldly representation is accurate, and whether 
she should take up the reasons presented in fantasizing as the basis for pursuing 
certain ends (2011: 163–64; 2014: 99–100).

Applied to Aspiring Novelists, Martin’s account would yield the following 
result: if Gabriel remains motivated to pursue his project when Jules does not, 
it must be because he has discovered an additional reason to value becoming 
a novelist through having fantasized about it. Likewise, if Tony preserves the 
motivation to find Oliver even when Emily has already given up, it must because 
he sees finding his son as more valuable than Emily does, as the result of hav-
ing fantasized about finding him. Martin’s proposal doesn’t allow non-hopeful, 
non-gritty agents to differ from their hopeful, gritty counterparts in terms of 
motivation to persevere while entertaining just as strong a desire in success. But 
such a possibility is salient in our cases: after all, as parents, both Tony and Emily 
might very strongly and equally desire to find their son alive, identify with their 

have good alternatives available and experiences alienation or captivity (such as enduring a seri-
ous disease, losing a loved one, or being imprisoned). Substantial practical hope, by contrast, pro-
motes actions aiming to bring about the hoped-for outcome. Its unique motivational influence is 
highlighted in Martin’s recent work (2020), where she insists on its capacity to ground person-di-
rected, reactive attitudes of pride in oneself (when fulfilled) and of disappointment in oneself 
(when destroyed).
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desire, and yet differ in their motivation to try to bring about that outcome. In 
fact, we can easily imagine Tony’s and Emily’s respective desires to find their son 
to already be so strong that no activity of fantasizing could possibly strengthen 
them. The notion of fantasizing thus seems insufficient to account for our cases’ 
apparent motivational asymmetries.

Martin’s proposal also identifies substantial hope’s contribution to practical 
rationality with that of desire: her explanation of why Gabriel can be rational in 
persevering while Jules can be rational in giving up would be that the former’s 
desire is stronger than the latter’s as the result of fantasizing. On a desire-belief 
model of rational action, as well as on an orthodox decision theory model, one 
single restricted set of actions counts as practically rational, given one’s beliefs 
and desires.8 Gabriel performs the action that counts as rational for him, given 
his beliefs and desires, while Jules performs the rational action for him, con-
sidering his different beliefs and desires. No room is left for the possibility that 
somehow owing to a difference in substantial hopefulness, both agents’ diverg-
ing courses of action count as rational for them, even assuming they share all 
relevant beliefs and desires.

Finally, Martin’s view depicts substantial hope’s sustaining force as con-
tingent—a feature which seems at odds with hope’s role in grit cases. Martin 
acknowledges that fantasizing sometimes reinforces one’s desires, and some-
times does the opposite: it can “cut both ways” and propose a world containing 
undesirable features instead, thus undermining one’s motivation to pursue a 
previously desired end (2011: 164; 2014: 101–3). Such a contingent impact on 
motivation seems in tension with the possibility that hopefulness constitutes an 
important source of the capacity for perseverance. For we want an account of 
gritty agents’ mental states and dispositions which explains why exercises of grit 
are reliably linked with a motivation to keep pushing and follow through: grit, 
after all, is defined as the “capacity for perseverance”.9 Agents possessing grit 
and exercising it won’t always end up persevering in their projects: relying on 
one’s capacity for perseverance (and in particular on hopefulness as a source of 
that capacity) is compatible with giving up, as we shall see. But continued effort 
in trying to bring about a desired outcome should nonetheless be seen as the 
“default” posture of agents possessing and exercising grit. We need an account 
of their state of mind which makes sense of that default, as opposed to a view 

8. On the belief-desire model, see Davidson (1963). On the decision-theoretic model, see 
Briggs (2014).

9. See Duckworth et al. (2007), Duckworth and Quinn (2009). As Credé, Tynan, and Harms 
(2017: 492) note, psychologists usually operationalize grit as a higher-order construct composed 
of two lower order facets: “perseverance of effort” and “consistency of interest.” Those two facets 
respectively refer to the “tendency to work hard even in the face of setbacks” and to the “tendency 
to not frequently change goals and interests”.
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portraying their choice to persevere as contingent upon the deliverances of an 
imaginative activity.

3. A Phenomenological Idea of the Future Containing Success

To uncover the state of mind of gritty agents like Gabriel and Tony, we should 
turn to a different view of substantial practical hopefulness. Calhoun (who has 
introduced the notion of practical hope [2018: Chapter 4]) highlights its contri-
bution to the management of our bounded rationality. She argues that practical 
hope, as a “hope to realize one’s ends through one’s own efforts” (2018: 69), facil-
itates sticking with commitments that we see as reasonably formed. It achieves 
this by replacing one’s “phenomenological idea of the future containing fail-
ure”—namely, one’s broadly unreflective sense of what the future is going to be 
like—with a different phenomenological idea, containing success. On this pic-
ture, practical hope is a state of mind needed to manage to do what one already 
ought to. It does not provide one with additional reasons to stick to one’s proj-
ect, extraneous to those related to success’s value and likelihood already con-
sidered in initial deliberation. Hope instead counterbalances some detrimental 
psychological tendencies that can potentially sap our motivation to persevere 
and perform the actions that we in fact have most reason to do. Practical hope is 
needed because our motivation, as real human agents, is not solely determined 
by cognitive states apt to enter into practical deliberation, such as beliefs and 
desires. According to Calhoun, our motivation also depends on our “sense of 
the future”—contrasted with “beliefs or a conceptualization of the future” (2018: 
71). This sense of the future has both a content, “much of which is unreflective” 
(2018: 74), and a qualitative character. It “operates as a background to proposi-
tional states” (2018: 73).

Calhoun’s view of practical hope as partly constituted by a phenomenolog-
ical idea of the future containing success is supposed to explain why hopeful 
agents remain motivated in the pursuit of difficult goals. Calhoun argues that 
low odds of success can be demotivating, mainly because they encourage us to 
see our current activity as wasted effort whose costs will not be redeemed (2018: 
85). Hopeful agents, however, do not let low odds pull themselves toward the 
idea of a failed future. Rather, their phenomenological idea of the future contain-
ing success enables them to act on the reasons they considered when they first 
decided to commit to their difficult endeavours.

In insisting on practical hopefulness’s role in structuring our background 
assumptions about how the future will unfold, Calhoun attempts to single out a 
unique motivational role for hope for success at projects we care about. But her 
notion of a phenomenological idea of the future could be more explicit, to make 
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good on the claim that substantial practical hope has a distinctive motivational 
influence. For some manifestations supposedly characterizing one’s phenome-
nological idea of a future containing success can also be seen as manifestations 
of a desire to succeed—for instance, the disposition to “previsage a particular 
future in our imagination” (2018: 72).10 Another issue is that one’s phenome-
nological idea is supposed to have a particular content (about how the future 
will unfold), without however counting as a belief or a conceptualization of the 
future (2018: 71), since it is supposed to act as a “background to propositional 
states” (2018: 73). We might wonder whether this is psychologically plausible. 
For instance, could, on Calhoun’s view, two agents possess the same back-
ground understanding of the future while differing in their disposition to bring 
this understanding to the “foreground”? And in general, what does it mean to 
say that a background understanding and an explicit view of the future both 
share a determinate content?

A more important problem for our purposes with Calhoun’s view is that 
it does not portray practical hope as making any difference to the outcome of 
practical deliberation. Practical hope only comes in after one has already settled 
for oneself the “question of whether the pursuit is worth it” (2018: 85). Its impact 
occurs at the “phenomenological level”, that of one’s (often unconsciously held) 
background assumptions about how the future will unfold. In fact, Calhoun 
goes as far as suggesting that if we endow hope with a unique role within prac-
tical deliberation itself, we end up with the implausible result that hope pushes 
us into epistemic and practical irrationality: “The only option [if one holds that 
hope figures into deliberation] appears to be the unacceptable one that hope 
involves a distortion of the probability assessment one would have had, had one 
not been so hopeful” (2018: 83).

Such a statement downplays the possibility that substantial practical hope 
could both reinforce our pre-existing desires (owing to fantasizing in the ways 
Martin describes), while also “seconding” pre-existing commitment in Calhoun’s 
sense. Gritty agents who have substantial practical hope could tend to persevere 
both owing to their especially strong desires and to the kind of “acedia-prevent-
ing” phenomenological idea of the future Calhoun describes. But even a complex 
account along those lines would fail to address an important question raised by 
our original cases: why can persevering count as practically rational for a hope-
ful, gritty agent such as Gabriel while practically irrational for a non-hopeful, 
non-gritty counterpart (such as Jules) sharing all relevant beliefs and desires? In 
the next sections, I will argue that to answer this question and account for gritty 

10. This criticism is also levelled against Boven’s (1999) view, which stresses substantial 
hope’s dependence on “mental imagining” (see Martin 2014: 17–19). As we will see in Section 5, 
my account of practical hope as a source of grit aims to escape that objection.
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agents’ unfading motivation and practical rationality all at once, we should 
appeal to the notion of a risk-inclined attentional pattern. By uncovering gritty 
agents’ disposition to attend to their desired outcome’s goodness as opposed to 
their low odds of success, we can capture both the motivating and rationalizing 
roles of substantial practical hope as an independent source of grit.

4. Practical Hopefulness and the Aims Over Action

I propose that gritty agents rely on a particular kind of substantial hope, cen-
trally involving a belief that success at their difficult projects is possible, a desire 
for success, and a risk-inclined, attention-fueled way of balancing two compet-
ing aims we have over action. These are the aims of choosing a course of action 
which might go very well and that of choosing a course of action which is very 
likely to go fairly well.11 When facing the decision of whether to persevere, gritty 
agents prioritize the former aim, as the result of focusing their attention on their 
desired outcome’s goodness (as opposed to its odds of occurring). I argue that 
gritty agents’ particular weighting of those two competing practical aims plays 
a role distinct from that of beliefs and desires in determining how they act. In 
particular, gritty agents’ risk-inclined attentional pattern explains their tendency 
to persevere when their non-gritty counterparts would give up. It also explains 
why such perseverance can count as practically rational, thereby accounting for 
substantial practical hope’s motivating and rationalizing roles.

One’s way of balancing the competing practical aims in a given case can 
be seen as a practical analogue to what some studying belief have called one’s 
“evidential threshold”. Epistemic agents have often been portrayed as bal-
ancing competing epistemic aims, namely those of believing truth and avoid-
ing error.12 The idea that practical agents also balance competing aims hasn’t 
loomed as large, but it can be made more precise by a parallel with the notion of 
an “epistemic weighting” or evidential threshold. It is often said that an agent 
who, in his belief-formation, puts more weight or emphasis on the aim of avoid-
ing error than on that of believing truth will end up requiring comparatively 
more evidence before settling belief—a belief-formation practice captured by 
the notion of a “high evidential threshold”. By contrast, one who puts greater 
emphasis on the aim of believing as many truths as possible is often thought to 

11. Buchak (2013: 55–56) has highlighted the importance of these competing concerns for 
understanding the rationality of action. She stresses the analogy between them and the competing 
epistemic aims of believing truth and avoiding error. I discuss that analogy below. In the next 
section, I engage with Buchak’s account of practical rationality, “risk-weighted expected utility 
theory”.

12. See James (1896/2014) for an early discussion.
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require comparatively less evidence before settling belief, and thus viewed as 
having adopted “low evidential thresholds” for his various beliefs.13 An epis-
temic agent’s evidential thresholds are thought to guide her belief-formation 
without directly figuring as normative considerations or evidence justifying 
belief. For instance, on Jennifer Morton’s and Sarah Paul’s (2019) view of grit 
as centrally involving epistemic resilience, gritty agents form their beliefs about 
their chances of success on the basis of the evidence, but possess a disposition 
to adopt an especially high evidential threshold to revise their initial positive 
assessment of their chances of success, and conclude that they will fail at their 
projects. The present proposal points to an analogue weighting with respect to 
one’s competing practical aims of choosing a course of action which might go 
very well and of choosing a course of action which is very likely to go fairly well. 
On the present view, an agent’s way of balancing these competing practical aims 
guides her decision-making and practical deliberation without figuring as one 
more desire for particular outcomes or as a belief about which outcomes to pur-
sue. One’s way of balancing the competing practical aims instead determines 
how one structures the attainment of the various goals one wants to achieve—
either through “venturesomeness” and risk-taking, or through “prudence” and 
risk-avoidance (see Buchak 2013: 55–56). I propose that “venturesomeness” with 
respect to a particular goal, combined with a desire for success and the belief that 
success is possible, amounts to a substantial practical hope for the realization of 
that goal. Such a form of hope can count as an independent dimension of grit, 
complementing epistemic resilience.

To illustrate the role of one’s weighting of the aims over action in motivating 
and rationalizing perseverance, we can go back to Gabriel and Jules, who each 
have to decide between persevering in the project of becoming a novelist, or 
giving up and try to find other work instead. Gabriel and Jules each know that 
if they persevere, they have a small chance of enjoying a great outcome (actually 
becoming novelists), but an important chance of a rather bad outcome (in par-
ticular, ending up poor and without work). They also know that if they give up 
now, there is an important chance that they will end up with a job not as great 
as that of being a successful novelist, but that they will still be better off than if 
they continue trying only to have failed in the end. I hold that having access to 
all of these facts does not suffice to settle Gabriel’s decision, nor Jules’s. In order 
to arrive at a decision about which path to pursue, each agent also has to factor 
in their own weighting of the competing concerns with respect to action. In par-
ticular, if Jules prioritizes ensuring that his course of action almost certainly gets 

13. See Kelly (2013) for a defense (building on James’s 1896/2014 discussion) of “epistemic 
permissivism”, the view that there are cases featuring more than one rational doxastic response to 
a single body of evidence.
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him a fairly good outcome, he is going to pass up some opportunities—such as 
the opportunity to persevere—involving the possibility of an even better out-
come, considering that those opportunities also involve the possibility of rather 
bad outcomes. Likewise, due to his prioritization of the aim of choosing a course 
of action which has some probability of yielding him the best possible outcome, 
Gabriel is also going to pass up opportunities. In particular, he is going to pass 
up the opportunity to give up: even though giving up would guarantee him a 
fairly good outcome, it does not involve the possibility of getting the best possi-
ble outcome, which is that of actually becoming a successful novelist.

It seems that both Gabriel’s and Jules’s way of balancing the concerns over 
action is rationally permitted, and that this explains why persevering is prac-
tically rational for Gabriel, whereas giving up is practically rational for Jules. 
I come back to this point in the last section. For now, we can note the parallel 
with the epistemological view that there are various rationally permissible ways 
for agents to balance the competing aims of believing truth and avoiding error. 
Just like epistemic agents can plausibly be rational in holding different beliefs on 
the same body of evidence (as long as they do so through having used different 
rationally permitted, truth-conducive evidential thresholds),14 practical agents 
can also plausibly be practically rational in performing different actions despite 
sharing all relevant beliefs and desires, as long as they have used different ratio-
nally permitted weightings of the competing aims over action. I propose that 
agents who seem to have access to a source of grittiness going beyond willpower 
and epistemic resilience do not necessarily differ from their non-gritty counter-
parts in their beliefs, nor in the intensity of their desires. Instead, gritty agents 
often stand out due to their specific weighting of the competing practical aims. It 
is this weighting which, combined with their desire for an uncertain but possible 
outcome, makes them count as entertaining a form of substantial hope in their 
future success.

5. Attention and Risk-Inclination

We saw that substantial practical hope, as a hope to bring about a desired out-
come through exercises of one’s agency, must go beyond a belief-desire pair to 
constitute a distinctive source of motivation and practical rationality. My pro-
posal is that an emphasis on the aim of choosing a course of action which might 
go very well makes up substantial practical hope’s “third dimension”, beyond 
belief and desire. I now want to argue that practical hope’s weighting of the 

14. For a defense of epistemic permissivism against White’s (2005) objection that it makes 
rational belief appear arbitrary from the first-person perspective, see Schoenfield (2014).
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aims over action is attention-driven. This conception of grit-conducive, practical 
hope has its roots in classifications of hope (practical and non-practical alike) as 
an emotion (see in particular Ben-Ze’ev 2001: 475; Damasio 2003: 44; Helm 2009: 
252; Tappolet 2016: 25–26), as well as in the view that emotions are constituted 
by patterns of salience and concern (see de Sousa 1987; Ben-Ze’ev 2001; Evans 
2001; Elgin 2008). Katie Stockdale (2020) notes that most philosophers working 
on hope have so far set aside the question of whether it is an emotion, despite its 
important similarities with emotional states. Emotion theorists, by contrast, have 
included hope in their classifications, thereby emphasizing its intentional and 
evaluative character, its distinctive phenomenology and its motivational pow-
er.15 In fact, it appears that by treating substantial hope as an emotion, we might 
see why it can count as a unique source of motivation, going beyond its desire 
condition. For on the influential view of the emotions just mentioned, their spe-
cial motivational force lies in their capacity to direct and focus attention. Fear, 
on such a view, motivates a flight response due to its constitutive tendency to 
direct attention to the feared prospect’s badness and to escape strategies. Like-
wise, guilt motivates behavior in making the agent attend both to the badness 
of what he did and to ways of making reparations (Brady 2013: 20–23; 2014: 62). 
In general, on the view that emotions are constituted by patterns of salience and 
concern, their role is to “fill gaps left by (mere wanting plus) ‘pure reason’ in 
the determination of action and belief” (de Sousa 1987: 195). Emotions circum-
scribe our practical and cognitive options through their constitutive influence on 
both perceptual and intellectual attention. Their unique motivational force thus 
derives from their capacity to alert us to objects and strategies of importance.16

Calhoun entertains the possibility that uncovering substantial practical 
hope’s motivational power requires viewing it as an emotion constituted by a 
specific attentional pattern. As she writes (2018: 79–80):

After all, emotions and emotional attitudes are, in part, distinctive pat-
terns of salience. Danger is salient in fear, offenses and wrongs in resent-
ment. Perhaps hope does double duty, making psychologically salient 
the desirability of the end and at the same time suppressing attention to 
what we actually believe about the odds. Hope would then consist in a 
belief that a future outcome is possible, a preference for that outcome, 
and a disposition not to think about the low probability of the outcome 
but instead to keep one’s eyes on the prize.

15. See for instance de Sousa (1987), D’Arms and Jacobson (2000); Roberts (2003) and Nuss-
baum (2004).

16. As Prinz (2004: 233) notes, the view that emotions are patterns of salience and concern has 
a “perceptual flavor”, since perception also affects salience. See also Tappolet (2016) for the view 
that emotions are perceptions of normative properties.
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Calhoun, however, is quick to dismiss the possibility that substantial practical 
hope is constituted by what she calls an “Eyes-on-the-Prize” attentional dispo-
sition (2018: 80). She equates a disposition to focus on the desired outcome’s 
goodness and away from its actual odds of materializing with one to “ignore 
discouraging news”. She argues that such a disposition is bound to interfere 
with rational reconsideration, by keeping out of view evidence relevant to aban-
doning one’s pursuit.

Calhoun is right that an “Eyes-on-the-Prize” attentional disposition can lead 
one to miss out on evidence relevant to reconsideration. However, there is an 
important difference between paying less attention to one’s actual odds of suc-
cess than one would have had, had one not been so hopeful, and being broadly 
insensitive to incoming evidence bearing on whether one will succeed if one 
continues trying. Focusing one’s attention on a desired outcome’s goodness and 
away from its probability seems compatible with retaining sufficient sensitivity 
to the fact that we are pursuing our goal under low odds, to reconsider if need 
be, and make contingency plans. Of course, such a stance can be somewhat diffi-
cult to maintain and cannot successfully be adopted by all gritty agents. But this 
might just be why, as Martin (2020) points out, practical hope is sometimes seen 
as a virtue—one which requires striking the right balance between sustained 
motivation to bring about a desire outcome and acknowledgment that success 
also depends on contingencies falling into place. Again, a parallel with epistemic 
resilience as a dimension of grit seems useful: one’s disposition to require espe-
cially strong evidence for the belief that one will fail can “backfire”, leaving one 
unable to revise one’s confidence in one’s future success when one should. But 
epistemic resilience can—and often does—also fall within the bounds of epis-
temic propriety, especially when displayed by epistemically virtuous gritty 
agents.17

On my view, gritty agents like Gabriel and Tony are in a mental state which 
does what Calhoun (2018: 80) calls “double duty”: it increases the salience of 
their goal’s desirability while decreasing the salience of success’s probability.18 
I take such an attentional pattern to structure gritty agents’ stance with respect to 
the twin practical aims: through devoting considerable attention to their desired 

17. This is why my account escapes the objection (often directed at Pettit’s 2004 view) that 
hope does not necessarily involve a form of epistemically irrational “self-deception” (see Martin 
2014: 22–23). My view also escapes the charge (often directed at Boven’s 1999 account of hope) 
of having “simply zeroed in on an element of desire” (see Martin 2014: 17–19), since it associates 
practical hope with a unique attentional pattern. Practical hope prevents us from seeing our cur-
rent activity as wasted effort by distancing ourselves from our assessment that our odds of success 
are low. Such a role seems to go beyond that of desire for an uncertain prospect, however strong.

18. We could draw on Watzl’s (2017) account of attention as the “regulation of priority struc-
tures” to shed light on practical hope’s core attentional pattern. See in particular Watzl’s treatment 
of intellectual attention (2017: 71–72).
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outcome’s goodness and not as much to its low probability, gritty agents end up 
giving greater weight, in their decision-making, to the aim of choosing a course 
of action which might go very well. On one way of explaining the relation between 
hopeful, gritty agents’ attentional pattern and their practical weighting, that 
connection is causal: gritty agents’ attentional dispositions cause them to adopt 
their particular weighting of the aims over action. Alternatively, exemplifying 
an “Eyes-on-the-Prize” attentional pattern might also simply constitute what is 
it for a gritty agent to prioritize, in a given case, the practical aim of choosing a 
course of action which might go very well. According to this latter suggestion, 
the relation between gritty agents’ attentional pattern and their particular way 
of balancing the twin practical aims would instead be constitutive. I propose 
to remain agnostic on which of these alternatives holds.19 What matters for our 
purposes is instead the plausibility of there being a connection between gritty 
agents’ attentional dispositions and their weighting of the aims over action—be 
that connection causal or constitutive.

All substantial hope—practical and non-practical alike—might plausibly 
involve the kind of attentional pattern discussed by Calhoun.20 However, as we 
saw, practical hope is a specific kind of substantial hope: it is a hope to bring 
about a desired outcome through exercises of one’s agency or a “hope for the 
success of our own activities” (Calhoun 2018: 3)—the kind of “active”, agential 
hope displayed by gritty agents. As such, it seems unique in its power to impact 
one’s way of balancing the competing practical aims. Non-practical substantial 
hopes for the occurrence of some desirable thing, such as Bess’s hope that her 
treatment will work, can enable us to live well and cope with difficult situations. 
But since their object is not the realization, via our agency, of an outcome that 
seems to lie more squarely within our influence (such as becoming a successful 
novelist, or finding one’s son), idle substantial hopes seem unable to impact our 
weighting of the twin practical aims.21

19. There might also be others, such as necessary accompaniment without causation or con-
stitution. Thanks to Andrew Chignell for discussion of this issue.

20. Chignell (in press) argues for a related view. He defends the thesis that a disposition to 
focus on a desired outcome “under the aspect of undefeated possibility” is a core condition of 
substantial hope. An agent meets the “focus condition” if he is disposed to direct his attention to 
his desired outcome so as to make its possibility more salient than its improbability (or imper-
missibility). In addition to accounting for the difference between “mundane” and “substantial” 
hope, Chignell’s Focus Theory also helps elucidate the notion of “direct control” over hope, as 
well as the possibility that rational norms governing substantial hope differ from those governing 
belief-desire pairs.

21. I thank an anonymous referee for urging me to clarify this point, as well as for pressing 
me to address the possibility of investing substantial practical hope in likely outcomes. An out-
come does not have to be unlikely for it to constitute the appropriate object of practical hope, even 
if cases of difficult action such as Aspiring Novelists are indeed characterized by low odds of suc-
cess. One can invest practical hope in outcomes that are likely, as long as those outcomes lie within 
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On my view, we can criticize gritty agents for being mistaken about whether 
the outcome they desire is possible and can indeed be realized via their agency, 
as well as for wrongly evaluating its probability of occurring. My view also 
leaves room for criticisms directed at gritty agents’ desire for success: when 
success is not as valuable as it appears (especially considering one’s other proj-
ects and goals), a strong desire representing it as being “good” can be deemed 
“unfitting” (see Howard 2018). Do these norms exhaust the rational standards 
governing substantial practical hope? In particular, if a gritty agent’s practical 
hope centrally involves an accurate probability assessment and a fitting desire, 
can it nonetheless, on my view, rightfully be deemed irrational? We might think 
that there is something objectionable in a gritty agent’s activity of pinning a very 
strong hope on a highly unlikely outcome, even when that hope is evidentially 
supported and grounded in a fitting desire.

My view accounts for such an intuition: evidentially-supported practical 
hopes directed at truly valuable prospects can nonetheless fail as hopes, due to 
the specific, attention-fueled weighting of the practical aims they involve. Espe-
cially when one’s initial odds of success are very low, placing heavy emphasis 
on the aim of choosing a course of action which might go very well will often be 
“unreasonable”, in the sense of constituting an obstacle to the realization of other 
desires directed at more probable state of affairs. To put the point differently: 
someone who places great emphasis on what happens in the best-case scenario 
will sometimes forgo many good things, as the result of failing to appreciate the 
importance of what happens in non-best-case scenarios. (Consider, for instance, 
a version of Gabriel’s case in which his continuing to send modified versions of 
his manuscript prevents him from working toward other, more probable things 
that he also values, such as achieving a work-life balance.) I hold that when an 
agent’s risk-inclined weighting of the practical aims undermines the realization 
of his overall set of projects and goals, that weighting can be deemed “unreason-
able”. I thus side with Martin (2014: 50–51) in thinking that “prudential norms” 
or “norms of reasonableness” constraint substantial hopefulness’s “third dimen-
sion”.22 As is the case with one’s “evidential policies”, however, the “permissible 

the scope of one’s agential influence, and are not so likely that intending to bring them about (as 
opposed to hoping for them) seems appropriate. For the view that hope that p is incompatible with 
knowledge-level justification for the belief that p, see Benton (2020). For the view that intending to 
do A entails believing that one will do A, see for instance Velleman (1989).

22. Martin argues that one’s adoption of the licensing stance is beholden to practical norms of 
rational-ends-promotion. By contrast, Milona and Stockdale (2018) argue that hope’s third compo-
nent can also be evaluated with respect to fittingness, defined in terms of both “shape” and “size” 
(see D’Arms and Jacobson 2000). On their view, hope is partly constituted by “a perception of the 
hoped-for outcome’s probability as encouraging”—perception which can be “unfitting” in terms 
of size when the hoped-for outcome’s probability is too low. I have already noted the theoreti-
cal affinity between the view that emotions are patterns of salience and the perceptual theory of 



280 • Catherine	Rioux

Ergo • vol. 8, no. 33 • 2021

band” of what counts as a reasonable way of balancing the twin practical aims 
seems to be quite large, such that many weightings will count as acceptable—a 
point to which I turn in the next section.

6. Practical Hope’s Rationalizing Influence

The present view traces gritty agents’ unfailing motivation to persevere back 
to their attention-fueled, risk-inclined weighting of the concerns over action. It 
thereby makes perseverance in difficult projects not simply be a matter of epis-
temic resilience and willpower. I will now argue that the notion of a risk-in-
clined attentional pattern can also clarify the contribution of grit’s hopefulness 
dimension to practical rationality. In particular, it can allow us to explain why 
perseverance can both be practically rational for a gritty agent and practically 
irrational for a non-gritty counterpart sharing all relevant beliefs and desires. 
The key to understanding how practical hopefulness can rationalize persever-
ance is to turn to a theory of rational decision-making more permissive than 
standard expected utility (henceforth, EU), namely risk-weighted expected util-
ity theory (henceforth, REU), as defended by Lara Buchak (2013). We will see 
that homing in on the phenomenon of hopeful perseverance in difficult projects 
can pave the way for the best possible formulation of REU.

Risk-weighted expected utility theory holds that rational agents’ answer 
to the question of what to do is determined by their utilities, their credences 
and their risk-attitudes. One’s risk-attitudes express one’s weighting of the con-
cerns over action (Buchak 2013: 53–56) and are different in kind from beliefs and 
desires about how much risk one should tolerate. REU is partly motivated by 
cases where expected utility seems too Draconian—in particular, cases where 
EU predicts that agents should be indifferent between gambles, but where those 
who prefer one gamble over the other do not intuitively seem practically irra-
tional.23 REU is also motivated by the related thought that practically rational 
agents care about “global properties of gambles” (centered around the mean, 
spread out, etc.), as opposed to always preferring gambles with the highest 
expected utility.

According to REU, risk-attitudes determine how agents weigh the utilities of 
the various outcomes associated with a gamble—such as the gamble of persever-
ing in one’s project of becoming a novelist. First, a rational agent can aggregate 

emotions (see Footnote 16). If it turns out that practical hopefulness’s attentional pattern depends 
on its being the perception of a normative property (such as the “hopeworthy” or the “hopeful”, 
see Tappolet 2016: 81–82), then practical hope could also be assessed in terms of fittingness.

23. See in particular Buchak (2013: 10–13) for a discussion of the main cases (in particular the 
Allais paradox).
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utility values by weighting utilities by their probabilities. Such an agent would, 
for instance, sum up the utility of each of the possible consequences of persever-
ing, individually weighted by their respective probability of occurring. If, for 
instance, persevering in the novelists’ case has three possible consequences (let’s 
say, ending up very poor and without work (C), or ending up poor and with-
out work (B), or successfully becoming a novelist (A)), and each of these conse-
quences has a respective probability of ½, ¼ and ¼, then the expected utility of 
that gamble would be the following:

EU perseverance u C u B u A( ) = ( ) + ( ) + ( )1
2

1 1
44

This is equivalent to:

EU perseverance u C u B u C u A u B( ) = ( ) + ( ) − ( )( ) + ( ) − ( )( )1
2

1
4

Here, the value of a gamble is represented as its worst possible value (ending 
up very poor and without work), plus the interval difference (in terms of utility) 
between the worst value and the second worst value, weighted by the probabil-
ity of getting at least the second worst value, plus the interval difference between 
the second worst and the third worst value, weighted by the probability of get-
ting at least the third worst value; and so on.

But REU holds that there are other rationally permissible ways for agents to 
aggregate utility values, besides the one just presented, in order to determine the 
overall value of a gamble. In fact, it holds that the weight that each outcome’s 
value gets in an agent’s evaluation of a gamble as a whole is “up to the agent”, 
and determined by her risk-attitudes (r). This means that the REU of the perse-
verance gamble is the following:

REU perseverance u C r u B u C r u A u B( ) = ( ) + ( ) ( ) − ( )( ) + ( ) ( ) − ( )( )1
2

1
4

An agent can set her risk-attitudes (r) such that r(p) = p (where p is the prob-
ability of a given outcome). Such a person would aggregate utility values in line 
with EU.24 But according to REU, one can also permissibly set r such that r(p) = p2. 
For that person, the REU of the perseverance gamble would be the following:

REU perseverance u C u B u C u A u B( ) = ( ) + ( ) − ( )( ) + ( ) − ( )( )1
4

1
16

24. See Buchak (2013: 66–68). REU is more permissive than EU—as Buchak and Murray (2019: 
6) put it, “EU is a special case of REU”.
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For someone with that risk-function, benefits that are obtained in a smaller 
proportion of states get proportionally less and less weight. This means that 
worse outcomes will count proportionally more, and better outcomes will count 
proportionally less in her determination of the overall value of a gamble. Buchak 
(2013: 64) deems such an agent, who sets r’s value such that r(p) is smaller than 
p for all p, “risk-avoidant”. By contrast, an agent who sets r’s value such that r(p) 
is equal or greater than p is “risk-inclined”. As benefits obtain in a smaller and 
smaller portion of states, they get proportionally more and more weight in her 
evaluation of gambles. Worse outcomes will count proportionally less, and bet-
ter outcomes will count proportionally more.

The present model of rational decision-making explains why Gabriel and 
Jules can both be practically rational in persevering and giving up (respectively): 
Gabriel is rational in persevering because he is risk-inclined, whereas Jules is 
rational in giving up because he is either “risk-neutral” or risk-avoidant. We 
also have an explanation of why Gabriel’s mental state as a gritty agent makes a 
difference as to what counts as a rational action for him. Through directing his 
attention toward the hoped-for outcome’s goodness and away from its low odds 
of materializing, what Gabriel is actually doing, from the point of view of REU, 
is to give a great weight to a benefit that is obtained in a small proportion of the 
states associated with the decision to persevere. Because of his hopeful atten-
tional pattern, Gabriel can have the acceptable risk-function of someone who is 
risk-inclined.

I say “can”, since it is possible that Gabriel’s preferences cannot be repre-
sented by a risk-function deemed acceptable by REU. An agent who follows 
maximax, for instance, can plausibly be seen as prioritizing the concern with 
choosing a course of action that might go very well as he conducts his practical 
deliberation. But maximax (the rule which says to always prefer the gamble with 
the highest maximum) counts as a limiting case of the r-function (Buchak 2013: 
68–69). The reason is that for the agent following maximax (who can be repre-
sented in REU as having a discontinuous r-function),25 the value of a gamble is 
that of its best possible outcome. But this rule has the unhappy consequence that 
such an agent is indifferent between all gambles, since every act has at least some 
chance of leading to a really great outcome. Such observations have led Buchak 
to discard maximax as an acceptable r-function, and assume that the r-function 
is continuous. (This fits well with our previous observations that some weight-
ings of the aims over action should be deemed practically pernicious and unrea-
sonable, and that the warrant for them is therefore partly “strategic”.)

In her initial defense of REU, Buchak (2013) assumes that one’s risk-function 
(as set by one’s risk-attitudes) remains constant across domains of decision. On 

25. This discontinuous r-function is the following: r(p) = {0 if p = 0, 1 if p ≠ 0}.
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this view, if an agent prioritizes the aim of choosing a course of action which 
might go very well (thereby setting r’s values such that r(p) is equal or greater 
than p), her risk-inclined risk-function would, for instance, carry over to inform 
both decisions in the health domain (such as the decision of whether to buy 
health insurance), and decisions related to one’s career (such as the decision of 
whether to persevere in the project of becoming a novelist). On this way of devel-
oping REU, either one is risk-inclined across the board, or one is simply not 
risk-inclined.

The view that risk-attitudes are domain-invariant does not sit well with the 
present account of grit’s hopefulness dimension. For we seem to be more dis-
posed to have practical hope in certain domains than others, and thus seem to 
have different weightings of the aims over action across domains. For instance, 
when it comes to making decisions about whether to keep competing in a 
recreational sport (in the face of setbacks, injuries, etc.), one might prioritize 
the aim of choosing a course of action which is certain (or at least very likely) 
to go fairly well, whereas when it comes to making career choices, one might 
prioritize the aim of choosing a course of action which might turn out very well. 
It appears that one does not possess the same attentional dispositions in both 
of those domains: for instance, one might have a tendency to dwell on the 
low odds when considering the possibility of recovering from an injury, while 
being free of such a tendency when thinking about one’s chances of succeed-
ing at one’s chosen career. Such differences in grit-related attentional disposi-
tions indicate that one’s risk-attitudes and risk-function vary across domains 
of decision.

This implies that REU’s assumption concerning the invariability of one’s 
risk-function should be relaxed if REU is to explain practical hope’s contribu-
tion to gritty agent’s practical rationality. Buchak’s initial reservations about 
making REU more permissive and allow risk-attitudes to vary across deci-
sion domains come from her commitment to the “Ordering Axiom” underly-
ing REU. This axiom states that all outcomes are comparable. Buchak worries 
that if risk-attitudes are allowed to differ across domains, we will be drawn to 
thinking that we cannot compare outcomes that fall within different domains 
(“otherwise, it would seem odd to have different preference norms in differ-
ent domains” [Buchak 2013: 80]), and thereby abandon the Ordering Axiom. 
But as Buchak herself points out when discussing that axiom (2013: 94), it is 
not even clear that all goods are comparable26 and thus, that the axiom in fact 
holds. Incomparability has not been discussed much in decision theory, some 

26. For the “Small Improvement Argument” for the existence of incomparability, understood 
as cases where none of the “trichotomy relations” (better than, worse than, equally good) hold 
between alternatives, see Chang (2002: 667–73). See also de Sousa (1974) and Raz (1986).
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assuming that it rationally licenses the agent in making an arbitrary selection.27 
But Buchak insists that choices made in incomparability cases are not simply 
arbitrary—something decision-theory should account for (2013: 94). She has 
even argued elsewhere (Buchak & Murray 2019: 6) that one’s risk-attitudes are 
part of the explanation of why decisions made in cases of incomparability are 
not arbitrary selections. Her view is that risk-attitudes resolve the underdeter-
mination left at the level of utility and credence, by setting the agent’s answer to 
the question “How to aggregate?”. Buchak thus appears to grant the existence 
of incomparability cases, while even suggesting that risk-attitudes play a spe-
cial role in rationalizing action in such cases. This indicates that proponents of 
REU need to reconsider the allegedly “global” character of risk functions, or at 
least provide better normative reasons in favor of the unique, global r. As Brad 
Armendt (2014) notes, as REU currently stands, none of its other axioms besides 
the Ordering Axiom seem in tension with permitting different risk sensitivity 
values in different regions of preference.28

I have argued that when construed as involving a risk-inclined attentional 
pattern, grit’s hopefulness dimension can plausibly rationalize perseverance on 
a standard of practical rationality more permissive than EU. However, I should 
emphasize that practical hope, as a facet of grit, does not always suffice to make 
perseverance come out as the practically rational option. In particular, when 
one’s initial probability of success at a difficult endeavour is particularly low, 
giving up will often be better than persevering, even for a gritty agent who has 
practical hope. For rational action does not only depend on one’s risk-attitudes, 
but also on one’s utilities and on one’s credences: if an action can bring about 
a highly valued outcome, but its probability of actually yielding it is very low, 
then it often won’t be the rational option, even for a risk-inclined agent. Gritty 
agents’ practical hope is therefore not a panacea, with the power to rationalize 
perseverance in even the direst of situations.

Practical hope nonetheless appears to constitute an important source of the 
capacity for perseverance—one that exerts its motivational and rationalizing 

27. For instance, see Ullman-Margalit and Morgenbesser (1977: 773), cited in Buchak and 
Murray (2019: 2).

28. Armendt (2014: 1123) draws an analogy with the “norms of motoring” to press this point: 
“In Ohio, let us say, the legal requirement is that you must obey the posted speed limit. But imag-
ine that in California, the law allows many ways of deviating from the posted limit, as long as 
you do it in the same way on all occasions. [. . .] The California requirement is more lenient; it 
allows a wider variety of driving behavior than does the Ohio requirement. But it surely elicits 
the question, why the same way on every occasion? What is the normative justification for that? 
Why not Nevada’s requirement, which requires, let us imagine, that your driving be appropriately 
inspired by the posted limit, as fits the occasion?” My account of practical hope puts additional 
pressure on proponents of REU to locate the axiomatic or normative source of the prohibition 
against “regional” r-function variation.
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influence independently of willpower and epistemic resilience. Gritty agents can 
rely on their capacity to resist the “sirens of temptation” to continue taking steps 
toward their goals despite appealing distractions. They can also rely on their 
epistemic disposition to require especially strong evidence to revise their initial 
confidence in their future success. But since difficult endeavours are “difficult” 
precisely because they involve especially low odds of success and compelling 
evidence that one might fail, epistemic resilience and willpower will often have 
to be supplemented by practical hopefulness. After all, those who have epistemic 
resilience won’t always manage, in the face of compelling evidence indicating 
failure, to count as epistemically rational in maintaining the level of confidence 
required for continued effort. I have argued that when confidence that one will 
succeed if one keeps trying seems misplaced, but gritty agents still press on, 
their capacity to persevere cannot be primarily grounded in an epistemic dispo-
sition. One’s capacity for perseverance is also often rooted a form of hopefulness 
in one’s future success. Grit is thus multi-faceted: when willpower and epistemic 
resilience run out, practical hopefulness takes center stage.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Sergio Tenenbaum, David Barnett, Jennifer Nagel, Philip 
Clark, Ronald de Sousa, Sarah Stroud, Andrew Chignell, Michael Milona, Jenni-
fer Morton, and two anonymous referees at this journal for feedback on earlier 
versions of this material and discussion of the issues it concerns.

References

Armendt, Brad (2014). On Risk and Rationality. Erkenntnis, 79(6), 1119–27.
Benton, Matthew (2020). Epistemological Aspects of Hope. In Claudia Blöser and Titus 

Stahl (Eds.), The Moral Psychology of Hope (p–p). Rowman and Littlefield.
Ben-Ze’ev, Aaron (2001). The Subtlety of Emotions. MIT Press.
Bovens, Luc (1999). The Value of Hope. Philosophy	and	Phenomenological	Research, 59(3), 

667–81.
Brady, Michael (2013). Emotional	Insight:	The	Epistemic	Role	of	Emotional	Experience. Oxford 

University Press.
Brady, Michael (2014). Emotion, Attention, and the Nature of Value. In Sabine Roeser 

and Cain Todd (Eds.), Emotion	and	Value (52–71). Oxford University Press.
Buchak, Lara (2013). Risk	and	Rationality. Oxford University Press.
Buchak, Lara and Dylan Murray (2019). Risk and Motivation: When the Will is Required 

to Determine What to Do. Philosophers’ Imprint, 19(16), 1–12.
Briggs, Rachel (2014) Normative Theories of Rational Choice: Expected Utility. In Edward 

N. Zalta (Ed.), The	Stanford	Encyclopedia	of	Philosophy. Retrieved from https://plato.
stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/rationality-normative-utility



286 • Catherine	Rioux

Ergo • vol. 8, no. 33 • 2021

Calhoun, Cheshire (2018). Doing	Valuable	Time:	The	Present,	 the	Future,	 and	Meaningful	
Living. Oxford University Press.

Chang, Ruth (2002). The Possibility of Parity. Ethics, 112(4), 659–88.
Chignell, Andrew (in press). The Kind of Focus Required for Hope (and Despair). In 

Nancy Snow (Ed.), Hope:	A	Virtue. Oxford University Press.
Credé, Marcus, Michael Tynan, and Peter Harms (2017). Much Ado about Grit: 

A Meta-Analytic Synthesis of the Grit Literature. Journal	of	Personality	and	Social	Psy-
chology, 113(3), 492–511.

Damasio, Antonio (2003). Looking	for	Spinoza:	Joy,	Sorrow,	and	the	Feeling	Brain. Harcourt.
D’Arms, Justin and Daniel Jacobson (2000). The Moralistic Fallacy: On the Appropriate-

ness of Emotions. Ethics, 61(1), 65–90.
Davenport, Barbara (2016). Grit	and	Hope:	A	Year	with	Five	Latino	Students	and	the	Program	

That	Helped	Them	Aim	for	College. University of California Press.
Davidson, Donald (1963). Actions, Reasons, and Causes. Journal of Philosophy, 60(23), 

685–700.
Day, John (1969). Hope. American Philosophical Quarterly, 6(2), 89–102.
de Sousa, Ronald (1974). The Good and the True. Mind, 83(332), 534–51.
de Sousa, Ronald (1987). The	Rationality	of	Emotion. MIT Press.
Downie, Robin (1963). Hope. Philosophy	and	Phenomenological	Research, 24(2), 248–51.
Duckworth, Angela (2016). Grit:	The	Power	of	Passion	and	Perseverance. Scribner.
Duckworth, Angela, Christopher Peterson, Michael Matthews, and Dennis Kelly (2007). 

Grit: Perseverance and Passion for Long-Term Goals. Journal	of	Personality	and	Social	
Psychology,	92(6), 1087–101.

Duckworth, Angela and Patrick Quinn (2009). Development and Validation of the Short 
Grit Scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 91, 166–74.

Elgin, Catherine (2008). Emotion and Understanding. In Georg Brun, Uvli Doğuoğlu, 
and Dominique Kuenzle (Eds.), Epistemology	and	Emotions (33–49). Ashgate.

Evans, Dylan (2001). Emotion: The Science of Sentiment. Oxford University Press.
Helm, Bennett (2009). Emotions as Evaluative Feelings. Emotion	Review, 1(3), 248–55.
Howard, Christopher (2018). Fittingness. Philosophy	Compass, 13(11), 1–14.
James, William (2014). The	Will	to	Believe:	And	Other	Essays	in	Popular	Philosophy. Cam-

bridge University Press. (Original work published 1896)
Kelly, Thomas (2013). Evidence Can Be Permissive. In Matthias Steup and Ernest Sosa 

(Eds.), Contemporary	Debates	in	Epistemology (298–311). Blackwell.
Martin, Adrienne (2011). Hopes and Dreams. Philosophy	and	Phenomenological	Research, 

83(1), 148–73.
Martin, Adrienne (2014). How We Hope: A Moral Psychology. Princeton University Press.
Martin, Adrienne (2020). Interpersonal Hope. In Claudia Blöser and Titus Stahl (Eds.), 

The Moral Psychology of Hope (229–48). Rowman and Littlefield.
Meirav, Ariel (2009). The Nature of Hope. Ratio, 22(2), 216–33.
Meriac, John, John Slifka, and Lauren LaBat (2015). Work Ethic and Grit: An Examina-

tion of Empirical Redundancy. Personality	and	Individual	Differences, 86, 401–5.
Milona, Michael and Katie Stockdale (2018). A Perceptual Theory of Hope. Ergo, 5(8), 

203–22.
Morton, Jennifer and Sarah Paul (2019). Grit. Ethics, 129(2), 175–203.
Nussbaum, Martha (2004). Emotions as Judgments of Value and Importance. In Rob-

ert C. Solomon (Ed.), Thinking	about	Feeling:	Contemporary	Philosophers	on	Emotions 
(183–99). Oxford University Press.



	 Hope	as	a	Source	of	Grit • 287

Ergo • vol. 8, no. 33 • 2021

Oshio, Atushi, Taku Kanako, Mari Hirano, and Gul Saeed (2018). Resilience and Big Five 
Personality Traits: A Meta-Analysis. Personality	and	Individual	Differences, 127, 54–60.

Pettit, Philip (2004). Hope and Its Place in Mind. The	Annals	of	the	American	Academy	of	
Political	and	Social	Science, 592, 152–65.

Prinz, Jesse (2004). Gut	Reactions:	A	Perceptual	Theory	of	Emotion. Oxford University Press.
Raz, Joseph (1986). The	Morality	of	Freedom. Clarendon Press.
Roberts, Robert (2003). Emotions:	An	Essay	in	Aid	of	Moral	Psychology. Cambridge Univer-

sity Press.
Schoenfield, Miriam (2014). Permission to Believe: Why Permissivism Is True and What 

It Tells Us About Irrelevant Influences on Belief. Noûs, 48(2), 193–218.
Stitzlein, Sarah (2018). Teaching for Hope in the Era of Grit. Teachers’	 College	 Record, 

120(3), 1–28.
Stockdale, Katie (2020). Emotional Hope. In Claudia Blöser and Titus Stahl (Eds.), The 

Moral Psychology of Hope (115–34). Rowman and Littlefield.
Tappolet, Christine (2016). Emotions,	Values,	and	Agency. Oxford University Press.
Ullman-Margalit, Edna and Sidney Morgenbesser (1977). Picking and Choosing. Social 

Research, 44(4), 758–59.
Velleman, David (1989). Practical	Reflection. Princeton University Press.
Watzl, Sebastian (2017). Structuring	Mind:	The	Nature	of	Attention	and	How	It	Shapes	Con-

sciousness. Oxford University Press.
White, Roger (2005). Epistemic Permissiveness. Philosophical Perspectives, 19, 445–59.


