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Should Students Have to Borrow?
Autonomy, Wellbeing and Student Debt

CHRISTOPHER MARTIN

The orthodox view on higher education financing is that
students should bear some of the costs of attending and, where
necessary, meet that cost through debt financing. New
economic realties, including protracted economic slowdown
and increasing austerity of the state with respect to the public
funding of goods and services has meant that the same
generation who have to borrow the most in order to attend face
significantly fewer employment prospects upon graduation. In
this context, is the current approach of shifting the costs of
post-secondary education from the general public to individual
students justified? Most debate on the issue has focused on the
demands of distributive justice within the modern higher
education system and on the whole accepts the idea that
students ought to pay. I argue that distributive arguments
alone are insufficient because they tacitly endorse the
provision of higher education as being much like a consumer’s
choice. As an alternative, I explore the place and importance
of higher education in supporting personal autonomy as a
central liberal democratic value. I then argue that debt
financing of higher education places unreasonable constraints
on student’s choices with respect to the kind of democratic
citizens that they would otherwise aspire to be. This constraint
has negative implications for the wellbeing of individual
students and the larger society.

Governments across the world are citing increased global competitiveness
and a slow economy as reasons for reducing funding to higher education.
In the context of a stressed health care system and under-resourced public
schools, state funding of higher education seems like a relative luxury.1

Why should the public pay for something that benefits relatively few? It
should be no surprise, then, that the orthodox view on higher education
financing is that students should bear an increasing proportion of the costs
of provision and, where necessary, meet that cost through debt financing.
Is this view justified? To be sure, recent attention to this question has
been driven by some new economic realities. For many students, private
debt is the only means of accessing post-secondary education. The cost of
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tuition has consistently outpaced inflation and the financial crisis has led to
a significant decrease in the employment prospects for the same generation
who have to borrow the most in order to attend (see Green and Zhu, 2010;
Tal and Enenajor, 2013). For these reasons, frustration over student debt has
reached a critical juncture with growing political protest, media attention
and public debate.2

Higher education appears trapped in broken model of provision. And
yet, most debate has focused on the impact of fees and student debt on
equality of opportunity, analysis that takes the current model of provision
for granted. In order to fix a broken system we need to rethink the value of
higher education provision in a post-expansion era. In this article I defend
the idea that higher education has the same moral importance as welfare
goods such as health care and basic schooling and should therefore be free
in principle. As Tristan McCowan has rightly pointed out, many advocates
assert that higher education is a social right as opposed to an economic
privilege, but such claims are often conceptually underdeveloped and lack
justification (2012). In this article I pursue such justification by making a
case for the role of higher education in supporting personal autonomy as a
central liberal democratic value.

I CHOICE, WELFARE AND BASIC GOODS

Pinpointing the value of higher education provision is challenging in part
to its relative novelty in the fabric of liberal democratic life. One might be
tempted to assume that higher education has the same prevalence and im-
portance as established welfare goods like health care and basic schooling.
From here it would simply be a matter of extending the kinds of arguments
one might employ in defending free access to these goods to the higher
education context. However, this plainly isn’t the case. It was not until the
post-WW2 boom that higher education seriously expanded beyond tradi-
tional elites to include a large and diverse segment of the population. One
can also observe, along with expansion, a corresponding diversification
of the kind of education one could receive: in addition to the liberal arts,
vocational, specialist and other kinds of programming all came on offer
as choices for students.3 Furthermore, expansion and diversification was
the product of one important, perhaps even signature, difference between
higher education and goods such as health and schooling. Namely, choice
has much greater normative significance in the allocation of higher educa-
tion goods than basic goods. This is an important consideration because in
the kind of society we live today the idea of ‘choice’ has developed a close
conceptual link to consumer choice (see Elster, 1986; Lewinshon-Zamir,
1988; Le Grand, 1991, 2011; Glennerster, 1991). This linkage has firmly
established itself in higher education policy, with governments seeking to
optimise student-driven consumer markets and major corporations predict-
ing the complete marketisation of higher education within ten to fifteen
years (Bokor, 2012). The widespread belief that adults seeking to enter the
higher education system are making a consumer choice not only leads to
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policies about allocation, however. It also has a strong influence on the idea
that higher education provision is a privilege and not a basic good.

Why does choice have greater normative significance for both the al-
location and value of higher education provision? First, consumption of
higher education goods is entirely voluntary. The student freely chooses to
consume it and so they accept responsibility for allocation of that good in
terms of time, effort and payment for service. Second, the consumption of
higher education goods is mundane, satisfying but one preference along a
continuum. An adult can choose not to consume higher education goods in
order to satisfy other preferences and while we might question the wisdom
of that choice it wouldn’t generate the same moral concern as someone
refusing urgent medical care or dropping out of school. Third, even in those
cases where large numbers of the population choose to consume higher ed-
ucation goods and services the particular preference being satisfied differs
depending on the individual. For some, accessing higher education is about
charting a path to a scholarly life, for others it’s a gateway to a lucrative
profession. Still others choose it in order to broaden one’s own horizons. No
singular human need is being served by the provision of higher education.
Finally, consumption is self-serving because (in economic terms) consump-
tion by definition satisfies the preferences of the individual consumer. The
reason I am consuming that good is because I believe that it will make my
life better in some way.

This sets higher education apart when placed alongside basic welfare
goods. Basic social goods are in a sense morally special—they are goods
that have such singular place and importance in our lives that their allocation
should not be determined by an ability to pay (Segal, 2007, p. 343). For
example, we value the public health care system because health care helps
people get back to a relatively normal state of function when they get
sick (Daniels, 2001). Further, this allocation has no bearing on how much
other goods we have; we are morally outraged when someone is denied
needed health care regardless how high or low her income or level of
education. Further, it is only when people’s reasons for accessing health
care go outside this common range of human need that we usually expect
them to pay, as with most cases of cosmetic surgery (Segall, 2007).4 Finally,
we generally accept the idea that health care has at least as much payoff
for the community as the person seeking care, for example in the treatment
of communal disease. Similar considerations apply to basic compulsory
education. Higher education understood as a voluntary choice undertaken by
a consumer, however, doesn’t have that same moral importance. Therefore,
the state has no principled reason to cover the cost of its provision.5

II HIGHER EDUCATION AND EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY

Given these challenges, one understandable move is to focus on the dis-
tributive justice of the existing HE system—a system that plays a socially
important role in helping us access other goods such as jobs or income.
Framing higher education as a valuable, but not essential, socioeconomic
opportunity frees us from having to formulate and defend higher education
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as a basic right. What is important is that fee-for-access not lead to unequal
opportunities to access the various privileges that higher education confers.
But how far can such an approach take us? Some defenders of fee-for-access
have argued that tuition fees are a fair means of financing the system so long
as students don’t have to pay up front. Loans enable students to attend who
otherwise could not afford to do so. Income-contingent loans and deferred
payment plans, currently popular in the UK and the US, are both ways of
doing this. In fact, this is just the line the some liberal egalitarians take.
Harry Brighouse, for example, has defended a means-tested form of provi-
sion where the lower one’s income the greater one’s subsidy and the smaller
the loan. He argues, quite convincingly, that the fact the well off have more
supplementary resources to fall back on makes them more likely to take
the ‘risk’ of an investment in higher education and we should remove these
barriers to that investment for the poor where possible (2004).

Yet, Brighouse argues that while students shouldn’t be put off from
attending because of their financial situation it would be unfair for students
to attend higher education for free because, as he puts it,

. . . the monetary return to higher education flows largely to the indi-
vidual receiving the education, whereas, in most conventional analy-
ses, a much greater proportion of the return to primary and secondary
education constitutes a public benefit. Because the person undergoing
higher education is the primary beneficiary, and because it is reason-
able to hold him accountable for his behavior, it is unreasonable to ask
others to pay for it, especially if those others are not getting a benefit
(2004, p. 3, emphasis mine).

I think Brighouse’s conclusion is the very one we should arrive at when
we undertake an egalitarian analysis of HE provision as it is conventionally
understood—as a socioeconomic privilege. But I maintain that a conven-
tional analysis isn’t enough of a fix—it is clear that the cost of higher
education is rising so rapidly that the absolute amount that any student must
borrow, even those relatively well-subsidised, requires increasingly large
numbers of the student population to take on significant personal debt to
finance the system. Fairness cannot entirely make up for scarcity of per-
sonal resources. But even if these empirical conditions were not in play the
current model of educational provision, which frames higher education as
primarily an allocation of opportunity and privilege, arguably undervalues
that provision at the level of principle. Brighouse suggests as much in an
insightful passage at the conclusion of his own analysis of fee-for-access in
higher education:

The student who is enjoying a free higher education is more likely
to explore the ‘irrelevant’; more likely to study intellectually serious
subjects like economics and philosophy than vocational subjects like
business studies; more likely to find herself drawn in directions that
help her to flourish as a person. My conjecture is that the key dif-
ference is whether they perceive themselves as having to maximize
their income soon after college, which large loans pressure them to do.
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Other things being equal, the experience of higher education will be
more rewarding for the student if the student experiences it as costless
(2004, p. 11, emphasis mine).

I believe that Brighouse is right in his conjecture regarding the relation-
ship between freedom, knowledge and wellbeing.6 Accordingly, if one can
formulate some general reasons why the experience of costless higher edu-
cation importantly contributes to human flourishing one could set out some
initial terms under which the provision of higher education holds value
for all citizens, not simply for those jockeying for socioeconomic privilege.
This is the line of thinking I’d like to develop in the remainder of this article.

III HIGHER EDUCATION AND CHOICE

We have so far assumed that consumer choice is a distinguishing feature of
our modern higher education system. This may be factually the case, but
do we have good reasons for accepting this view? John White has offered
one of the most cogent rationales for consumer choice in higher education.
White, in his critique of Ronald Barnett’s influential book, The Idea of
Higher Education (1990), questions the very idea that we can formulate
and justify non-voluntary aims for higher education. Barnett wants to claim
that a conceptual analysis of the meaning of the term ‘higher education’
suggests emancipatory learning of the kind fostered through the study of
critical disciplines such as philosophy and sociology. Anyone who seriously
makes claim to a higher education worthy of the name, he argues, will have
engaged with those forms of knowledge. But White thinks that this has
dangerously paternalistic implications (White, 1997, p. 13). For White,
the necessity of consumer choice is revealed through a contrast between
the educational needs of children and the highly fragmented educational
interests of higher education students:

[The education of children] is intimately tied up with large questions
about the ends of human life in general, including questions about
relationships between the personal well-being of the pupil and his or
her attachments and responsibilities to other people and to various
communities. Included here are questions about the nature and justifi-
cation of personal autonomy, the place of intellectual activities among
other goods, and the part that self-knowledge, civic education and
vocational education should play in a complete picture of educational
aims . . . A defining feature of the education of children is that what
direction it should take cannot be left to those to be educated but must
be the province of others to decide (1997, p. 12).

Higher education students, on the other hand,

. . . are no longer children, some of them, indeed, having quitted that
state decades ago. They are not obliged by law to engage in compulsory
education . . . .As autonomous agents, already legally able to vote and
to marry, they have chosen to undergo higher education . . . . Higher
education students differ from children in that they, and not other
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people, are primordially the ones who decide what direction their learn-
ing will take. I say ‘primordially’ because, although other parties—the
state, the business community, academics—have an interest in higher
education aims, they cannot impose these aims on students. Children
do and must have aims imposed on them, but higher education stu-
dents, being autonomous persons, decide for themselves (1997, p. 12).

Paternalism about higher education, White argues, arises through a cate-
gory mistake. The would-be defender of universal aims of higher education
inappropriately applies philosophical inquiry to the context-specific ‘admin-
istrative category’ of higher education. This is different from a philosophy
of basic education because such inquiry is logically connected to questions
about what any person needs to flourish. Childhood is not an administra-
tive category but an unavoidable, dependent state that all societies have to
plan for. The importance of autonomy in making post-compulsory choices,
including the preference of many not to choose higher education at all,
suggests that there is no set of corresponding questions for higher educa-
tion. As White puts it, ‘[c]onstructing a philosophy of higher education
and its aims assumes that there is a distinct social phenomenon—higher
education—which can be given some sort of theoretical rationale’ (p. 15).
In liberal democracies such as Canada, the US, the UK and elsewhere,
we see numerous kinds of post-school institutions with a variety of aims
reflecting the different political arrangements of those countries. Further,
any homogeneity in higher education we see today appears to be driven
by consumer choice and market competition as opposed to some shared
sense of educational or ethical purpose. To be sure, liberal societies should
administer these institutions so that the opportunities they offer are open to
all. However, there is nothing that higher education can be said to aim for
that is so morally important that it should be understood as a social right.

IV WELLBEING AND THE DEMANDS OF PERSONAL AUTONOMY

Liberal respect for autonomy makes the case for higher education as a
morally special good on par with health care and basic schooling a difficult
one to make. However, this problem only remains compelling if we leave
unchallenged the premise that educational provision for autonomy ends at
childhood. I argue that White’s own account of personal autonomy and
wellbeing commits him to a more radical position on the value of higher
education than he himself endorses.

Recall that White sees general education as an initiation into the con-
ditions necessary for the free pursuit of a good life. In the early years
especially, these conditions involve the acquisition of the general disposi-
tions and capacities required for anyone to effectively carry out that pursuit.
However, the role of philosophy in setting out the terms of that initiation is
gradually lessened as the student moves closer and closer to the autonomous
state, to the point at which they move out of the compulsory stage and the
burden falls entirely on the individual to build up a unique picture of the
kind of person they want to be and how they want to flourish. This picture
can include, but not require, a higher education. Philosophy has very little
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to offer to the justification of higher education because the HE system will
differ depending on the different political and economic decisions made by
particular societies and their (consumer) clientele. Normative claims about
the aims of education, about what people ought to learn, only apply to the
compulsory level.

I think that this conclusion arises from a misconceived comparison. White
argues that childhood is categorically different from higher education and so
grounding educational aims in an account of higher education is mistaken.
But if White’s argument is about the justification of educational entitlements
at different levels of society, the comparatives in question are administrative
structures (school systems with universities) and stages of life (childhood
with adulthood). Therefore, if the analysis is to be logically consistent White
should not be comparing childhood to higher education. This conflates a
stage of life with an administrative category. Rather, he should be comparing
the educational needs of children with the educational needs of adults.

The first comparison, schools and universities, doesn’t do much to shed
light on the values immanent to either form of educational provision. Phi-
losophy has no direct role in justifying specific administrative structures and
so marshalling philosophical inquiry to vet a distinctly UK system of higher
education is indeed misconceived. But so too is marshalling those resources
to justify the administrative structures of UK schooling. Using philosophy
to provide a rationale for, say, the terminology a specific national school
system uses for its various academic qualifications is as ill suited as using
philosophy to distinguish polytechnics from universities—these are highly
context-dependent and idiosyncratic questions about administration. When
philosophers do focus on specific features of educational systems, as in
the political legitimacy of faith-based schooling or the nature and scope
of a National Curriculum, they undoubtedly do so because those features
are logically connected to basic questions about the ends of human life in
any democratic society and how we ought to help prepare children for the
pursuit of those ends.

This is why the latter comparison, between the needs of children and
the interests of adults, is more revealing. Now it is clear that we cannot
legitimately impose educational aims on autonomous adults in the same
way that we impose aims on children.7 ‘Needs’ here should not be con-
strued in a paternalistic way. At the adult stage autonomy and choice figure
prominently in one’s flourishing. This is an important difference. However,
this difference only requires a shift in emphasis, from the role of education
in promoting a self-directed life to the role of education in a self-directed
life. We should be concerned less with trying to fashion values and aims of
higher education deemed good for everyone regardless of what they may
actually want (either inferred from existing practices and traditions of higher
education or through a conceptual analysis of higher education’s ‘essential
meaning’), and focus instead on the relationship between the autonomous
pursuit of educational interests and living a good life. This relationship
is connected to a number of philosophically relevant questions, including
the extent and limits of our freedom to engage in self-development, the
social, moral and political responsibilities we have with respect to that
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development, as well as the role of the state in supporting those freedoms
and responsibilities. The answers to such questions do not speak to, nor de-
pend on, the idiosyncrasies of different national higher education systems
and apply to any democratic citizen seeking to lead a good life at the adult,
post-compulsory stage of life. To claim that such questions can be suffi-
ciently answered through consumer choice glosses them just as badly, and
in much the same way, as claiming that what children need can be answered
by reference to the contingent standards of child-rearing currently popular
with parents.

In fact, White’s own account of personal autonomy offers resources for
addressing such questions. For White, personal autonomy is defined as ‘self-
directedness in the conduct of one’s life’ (1991, p. 93). He specifies one
important feature of personal autonomy that justifies it as an educational
ideal, namely, that such autonomy is well suited for the promotion of human
flourishing in the kind of society that we live in today. He cites Joseph Raz
as follows:

[Personal autonomy] is an ideal particularly suited to the conditions
of the industrial age and its aftermath with their fast changing tech-
nologies and free movement of labour. They call for an ability to cope
with changing technological, economic and social conditions, for an
ability to adjust, to acquire new skills, to move from one sub-culture
to another, to come to terms with new scientific and moral views (Raz,
cited in White, 1991, p. 98).

In our kind of society, autonomy ‘naturally’ helps us to flourish. However,
personal autonomy is not only good for, but also necessary to, flourishing.
Our basic institutions are run on the assumption that people will live broadly
autonomous lives (White, 1991, p. 99). Prevailing norms around marriage
and choice of occupation, for example, operate on the expectation that we
independently arrive at decisions within these spheres.

It is for this reason that societies like ours are morally responsible to
prepare all children for a life of personal autonomy. Personal autonomy has
such a place and importance in our lives that it would be wrong to make
access to such a basic provision conditional on ability to pay. However, the
demands that personal autonomy place on our decision-making capacities
have a direct implication for the kind of educational provision to which
children are entitled. White is therefore concerned that on one reading our
institutions actually make few demands of citizens. As he puts it,

. . . people in our kind of society are not directed by convention or
authority in the selection of marriage partners, occupation or place
of residence . . . .but the institutions concerned with marriage, work,
consumer-choice etc. within which we flourish, themselves embody
conventions. It would be quite easy for people in our kind of soci-
ety to make choices within these areas, yet never to reflect on the
conventional structure itself (White, 1991, pp. 99–100).
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Why is this a problem? Were it to be the case that the freedom to choose
within conventional structures was all that we need in order to live a good
life in a society like ours, educational provision would be rightly limited
to a choice-supporting education with no questioning of that conventional
structure (the norms, values and assumptions) defining that range of choice.
Such an education could, for example, aim at skills required for culti-
vating, specifying and satisfying actionable wants and preferences while
suppressing those wants and preferences that range outside or run against
the conventional structure; to learn how to prudently invest in one’s own
human capital; to foster emotional distance from the kinds of attachments
and relationships what might hinder one’s mobility within the labour mar-
ket. It could aim at fostering habits of mind such as competitiveness or
resourcefulness, habits that increase the likelihood of individual success
within a conventional structure. In sum, education would be limited to the
promotion of a person’s socioeconomic life chances, narrowly conceived.

White is able resist such thin educational provision by making a distinc-
tion between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ personal autonomy. When we are weakly
autonomous we really do choose ‘for ourselves’—making choices that best
satisfy our individual preferences. Autonomy in the strong sense, on the
other hand, involves critical reflectiveness about our basic social structures,
including a concern for the extent to which, and ways in which, those social
structures work to promote the wellbeing of others. In the latter, ‘we are
working with a conception of personal wellbeing that embraces concern
for others, at both intimate and less intimate levels: it is now part of my
own flourishing that I promote the flourishing of my friends and of others’
(p. 102). White’s account follows in a line of philosophers who rightly un-
derstand that the ‘demands’ on our autonomy, and what we require for our
own wellbeing, is constitutively social and informed by our dependence on
others in an ethical community.8

This is all well and good, but because White’s justification of personal
autonomy is an instrumental one we have to ask: which view of personal
autonomy do we really need in order to flourish, ‘in a society like ours’?
The case largely turns on the kind of autonomy that our institutions demand
of us. Now, if our institutions were simply ‘choice-supporting’ (p. 100) we
can say that the demands on our autonomy are relatively weak. As long
as we have the freedom to choose in a manner sufficient to satisfy our
individual preferences we should be just fine. White rejects this view. To
be sure, many citizens unquestioningly follow the conventional structures
of our political and educational institutions and choose only for themselves.
But it would be wrong to assume that ‘the character of our political and
educational institutions is manifested only in what happens within them
in practice’ (p. 101). White rightly understands that the demands on our
autonomy cannot be fully understood in a strict empirical sense. The basic
structure of society, including educational institutions, reflects the social
vision of a robust liberal democratic polity:

It is part of the liberal democratic ideal in general that young people
are brought up equipped and disposed to play their part in democratic
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society. This would involve their acquiring a good deal of knowledge
of their society and other societies, as well as various virtues, like
independence of thought, political courage, concern for others in the
community etc. From this point of view a school system which paid
no attention to this, or made it harder for pupils to acquire these
achievements, would be a perversion of the democratic ideal (White,
1991, p. 101).

Autonomy-supporting institutions like ours, unlike merely ‘choice-
supporting ones’, operate with a conception of wellbeing in play that is
logically connected to ideals of democratic life. Democratically informed
concern for the wellbeing of others should lead to an interest in addressing
those obstacles, broadly conceived, that undermine the flourishing of fellow
citizens: political obstacles, such as underrepresentation in government, or
economic obstacles, in terms of the harmful effects of growing inequality.
In fact, even those who would treat our basic institutions as merely ‘choice-
supporting’, seeing them only as a means to their own ends, are unavoidably
led back to wider social and political concerns because it is in their interest
to do so (p. 103). Securing my economic wellbeing, for example, cannot but
lead to wider considerations of economic policy, debt and changing labour
conditions, considerations that impact on the whole of society. Having an
interest in the wider society is in each person’s own individual interest.

Now, it is because I accept White’s argument that personal autonomy is
instrumentally necessary for living a good life in our kind of society, and
that our institutions (ideally) ought to support autonomy in accordance with
a democratic social vision, that I argue higher education institutions should
play a more fundamental role in democratic life than the current model of
provision implies. We can justify this belief by first understanding higher
education, not as an arbitrary administrative category or socioeconomic
privilege, but as an institution with a role continuous with the autonomy-
supporting project that begins in the school system.

Why suppose such continuity? First, it seems inconsistent to argue for
an educational institution aimed at providing children with a foundation for
a life of personal autonomy and not see it as at least plausible that there
should be an educational institution designed to support this autonomy at
an adult stage of life. By White’s own admission, citizens can stray from
the wider conception of wellbeing for which they have been educated and
come to value autonomy only in the weaker sense (p. 100). Regardless of
the social vision that underwrites it, in our kind of society the pursuit of a
wider conception of wellbeing is surely more demanding than the pursuit
of a narrower one. In fact, critical theorists and cultural critics have long
observed that the media influences and market forces of advanced capital-
ist society can wear down the political will of liberal citizens otherwise
inclined to lead a strongly autonomous life.9 It would be folly to assume
that compulsory education alone can sustain individuals against such larger
social forces. Strong autonomy has to be supported over a lifetime. It is sim-
ply unreasonable to expect that students receiving a compulsory education,
even if they are relatively successful in achieving the aims set out by that
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form of education, ought be entirely self-sufficient in living and choosing
in accordance with that strong conception.

Second, White argues that non-voluntary aims of higher education are
impermissible because such aims disrespect the autonomy of the consumer.
But it would be mistaken to infer from this that education for personal
autonomy must end at the compulsory stage. What follows liberal respect
for autonomy is only the stipulation that educational institutions should not
support autonomy in a paternalistic manner. We need only assume that the
continuation of autonomy-supporting education into the adult stage of life
is prima facie wrong if we further assume that educational institutions can
only support autonomy in a paternalistic way. But we have no reason to
make such an assumption.

V POST-COMPULSORY AUTONOMY-SUPPORT

Having defended the plausibility of a special role for higher education in
supporting personal autonomy through the adult stage of life we can now
ask what this role should look like and why it is important. Contrasting
the place of knowledge and understanding in the promotion of autonomy
at childhood with that of adulthood may go some way in giving shape to
that role. Recall that we must decide for children the role that knowledge
and understanding will play in the support of their personal autonomy. This
involves the promotion of general dispositions and competencies.

At the post-compulsory stage we have to make our own choices about
this role, shaping them in particular directions. It is here that, unlike at the
childhood stage, we must make self-determined choices about the place
of knowledge and understanding in our life, including judgments about
the value that different kinds of knowledge and understanding (practical,
theoretical) should play in a good life. There is no other way to prosper:
once we leave the compulsory stage we are expected to further develop
our talents through some kind of further education or self-development,
whether by choosing to enter into a system of higher education or through
other means.10 Further, this path of self-development cannot be decided for
us as it might be in a tradition-directed society. In fact, the expectation that
development should arise autonomously is written into the fabric of social
life, from the free choice of occupation to the responsibility we hold for
our own character to the modern concept of leisure time. This demand does
not confront us through, as White puts it, ‘the artificial category of higher
education’ (White, 1997, p. 16). Rather, anyone who wishes to prosper
in our kind of society must make important choices with respect to the
role of knowledge in one’s self-development after their basic education is
complete.

To be sure, the choices we make about the place of knowledge and un-
derstanding in our lives can occur under a narrow or wide conception of
wellbeing. For example, when a person chooses to pursue higher education
we can distinguish between a weakly autonomous person who chooses a
program of higher education from a range of available programs and com-
peting institutions, while accepting without question the view that higher
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education is simply a means to increasing one’s own socioeconomic life
chances, and a strongly autonomous person who chooses a program of
higher education after reflection on the nature and importance of higher
education within her life as a member of the larger democratic community
(see Clayton, 1993, p. 102).

Which approach to self-development do we need in order to flourish? If
choosing along weakly autonomous lines were sufficient for living a good
life it would be entirely appropriate for people’s post-compulsory provision
to be allocated in a way consistent with consumer choice—how much I
get should be determined by what I am willing to pay for within the of-
ferings of the conventional structure. In fact, it is likely true that many
students under the current system of provision understand their choice in
these terms. Further, the demands placed on student autonomy by the higher
education system appears to be no more than what would fall within a weak
conception: while governments speak the language of broadening horizons,
personal development and education for citizenship, there is very little seri-
ous incentive for higher education students to make choices along such lines
and a much greater emphasis on employment and other outcomes related
to individual life chances. Perhaps we therefore do not require autonomy-
supporting educational institutions for the adult stage of life. If so the current
model of provision, for all its faults, is the appropriate one.

Yet, as with compulsory education, it would be wrong to assume that the
character of our post-compulsory institutions is manifested only by what
happens within them in practice. We can distinguish between the prevailing
norms and policies that govern today’s higher education system and the
logical requirements of such a system when understood as part of a larger
social vision of democratic society. Further, like compulsory education,
these logical requirements can be specified in terms of the conditions nec-
essary for continued personal autonomy. To echo White’s description of
these requirements, it is part of the liberal democratic idea in general that
adults make developmental choices that take into consideration the specific
role(s) they wish to play within society, roles that extend beyond ‘choice’
in the conventional, self-interested, sense. It is a society where citizens are
roughly equal in their freedom to make such choices, and where citizens are
able to exercise such freedom, not only with an anticipated income in view
but through the social significance of the work to which they aspire and
in many other aspects of their identity, including civic. A higher education
system that does not meet these requirements falls short of that democratic
ideal.

To be sure, in times of protracted economic stagnation the fact that
higher education systems support employability is a tempting reason for
policy makers to treat post-compulsory education as primarily a form of
choice-support. However, to see higher education only in this way miscon-
ceives the importance of such provision for personal autonomy. Here the
chooser’s assessment of the options on hand is limited to the contribution
of knowledge and understanding to their ability to perform labour so as to
produce economic value, i.e. education for human capital. Investment in
one’s own human capital helps lower a specific, and very important, barrier

C© 2015 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.



Autonomy, Wellbeing and Student Debt 363

to flourishing: by increasing one’s own value in the market one therefore
increases one’s own socioeconomic life chances. However, educational
choices can lower barriers to wellbeing in ways not always directly linked
with the socioeconomic benefits that come with employment. For example,
self-development can include the acquisition of knowledge directed at a
better understanding of oneself (so that one can better identify obstacles to
a good life internal to themselves) and of society (so that one can better
identify places within the social milieu where one can best make a contribu-
tion). Self-development also involves the acquisition of knowledge people
need to better exercise and apply general democratic virtues acquired at
the compulsory level to the particular circumstances of their chosen path
of life. It takes time and effort to understand what political courage looks
like in the context of say, physicianship or financial advising. Finally, self-
development involves some degree of experimentation with different paths.
While we may not choose to follow every avenue placed before us, the free-
dom to seriously assess those avenues, to not merely speculate about them
but experience them so we can be better informed about our own interests,
is in part constitutive of the meaning of personal autonomy.

In a liberal democratic society we need educational institutions that sup-
port autonomy through the adult stage of life. This means rethinking the
fundamental value of higher education provision—from a privileged oppor-
tunity for individuals with specific tastes, talents and interests to a morally
important good that has value for all citizens. But in making the transition
from consumer good to basic good, can such provision operate in a non-
paternalistic way? Would this mean forcing all citizens to spend time at a
university, ‘for their own good’? On the account I offer, autonomy-support
ought not impose non-voluntary emancipatory or civic aims. The freedom
to make informed choices about the role of knowledge and understanding
in one’s wider flourishing is a constitutive feature of personal autonomy.
The issue turns on the nature and scope of the freedom in question. Auton-
omy support must go further than freedom in the formal sense of a right to
choose, rather, it involves a substantive, effective freedom where the stu-
dent can seriously entertain various educational paths as feasible i.e. without
suffering serious harm to their overall wellbeing by virtue of that choice.
While post-compulsory institutions ought not impose substantive aims and
values on students, they have a special institutional responsibility to protect
the formal and effective freedom necessary for a wide or comprehensive
conception of self-development. Educational policies and practices that un-
dermine such freedom contradict the value of post-compulsory provision. I
will next explain what this responsibility means for post-secondary educa-
tional institutions, justify the value of this form of protection and explore
some of the implications of this special role for the debt financing of higher
education.

VI FREEDOM AND STUDENT DEBT

Post-compulsory autonomy-support provides a basis for thinking about
the value of higher education as a morally special good on the order of
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schooling or health care while fully acknowledging one of its distinctive
features: freedom of choice. Higher education provision should be allocated
as a free, basic social good for the reason that it is essential for the support of
one’s personal autonomy in the adult stage of life—a capacity fundamental
for wellbeing in a society like ours. However, the support of personal
autonomy at the post compulsory stage requires the freedom to undertake
a reflective and comprehensive assessment of the various possibilities that
knowledge and understanding can play in life without formal or material
coercion. Accordingly, post-compulsory institutions have the responsibility
of ensuring that students are not unduly constrained in ways that would
undermine this freedom.

This conception of educational provision helps to explain what is poten-
tially wrong-making about the debt-financing of higher education. Making
access to provision conditional on willingness to borrow erodes the practical
freedom necessary for such provision to have autonomy-supporting value
in the first place. In order to pay for higher education, students increasingly
need to leverage what they borrow in the present against their (hoped for)
future ability to pay. This greatly constrains their latitude for sufficiently
reflective educational choice. Recall that self-development refers to a broad,
all things considered, contribution of forms of knowledge and understand-
ing in pursing life goals that include, but are not limited to, income or jobs.
For example, a student of ability should be able to choose a course because
he wants to learn more about that discipline, or because she wants to develop
skills in a particular kind of art or craft, or because he wants to learn more
about a public or political problem that affects people that he cares about.
These might not be the only reasons for making a choice, but they should
hold plausible weight in a reflective assessment. While in a debt-financed
model of allocation students are free to choose in theory, in practice they are
increasingly compelled to choose programs primarily based on improved
economic prospects/survival (i.e. future earnings and employment) lest they
place a significant burden on themselves (i.e. crushing educational debt) for
a good portion of their lives (e.g. ‘I would like to learn X but I cannot
seriously entertain it as a choice because it will do too much harm to my
economic wellbeing’).

Debt financing of higher education does more than cut into the earning
potential of students. It places an unreasonable demand on personal au-
tonomy because the student who needs to borrow in order to attend will
risk significant hardship if they exercise this autonomy in a strong, widely
reflective way. In other words, debt compels the student to pursue their
wellbeing in a weakly autonomous manner. We can see this by contrasting
a scenario in which allocation is a basic entitlement with one in which it
isn’t. In the former, choosing a course of study that may be less financially
rewarding places some financial burden on the chooser, but this burden
is autonomously chosen as part of more comprehensive consideration of
one’s own self development and wellbeing. If I choose to learn how to be a
science-fiction writer I may not make much money, but high remuneration
is not part of my conception of the good (or else I would choose otherwise).
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It is unfortunate that my personal goals are not likely to be very financially
rewarding but it is not unjust.

However, in the debt-financed scenario the student has to pay for their
self-development, and for the borrowing student debt is necessary for ac-
cessing such development. The borrowing student risks significant hardship
because of the debt that will accrue. This hardship has no logical connection
with their reflectively chosen path self-development; rather, it is the price
they pay for the continued exercise of their personal autonomy. But this is
in fact a kind of trap because debt actually precludes a reflective choice.
The borrowing student must be mindful of their debt obligation and so a
strongly autonomous choice is not in the cards. ‘What I want to learn’ is a
relatively luxurious consideration. This introduces a qualitative shift in the
choice situation: from a decision about ‘how I want to flourish’, of which
anticipated future income is one consideration among many, to ‘what do
I have to choose in order to flourish at all’, of which income and debt re-
payment is critical. There are obvious equity implications to consider here.
Being part of a larger social vision in accordance with a wide conception
of wellbeing now becomes a relative luxury for those who can afford it and
highly risky for those who can’t. In a liberal democracy personal autonomy
should not depend on how well or worse off one is. Yet this is exactly what
debt financing of higher education does.

This last consideration has implications that extend beyond the individual
to the wellbeing of the larger liberal democratic community. When an
individual claims opportunities for self-development as a matter of justice
it is ultimately society that supports their autonomy. However, it is also
true that the individual obligation to democratic society now runs deeper.
When the community acknowledges my claim and provides me with an
opportunity to develop myself I am both recognised and respected as a full
member of society. When I understand myself as a member of society I am
more likely to be moved by the idea that, having received such support, I
have an obligation to use this support in a way that contributes.11

However, debt financing dramatically changes both the scope of my
obligation and the relationship between my self-development and the larger
society. The debt financing of social goods is both de-socialising and de-
democratising. By requiring the individual to make a demand on his (future)
self in order to supply a basic good as opposed to making a claim on society
(Gourevitch, 2012, p. 135), that individual rightly sees his obligation as
extending no further than what he can pay back monetarily, usually to a
private lender. In turn, the democratic community has no morally legitimate
claim on citizens to share their developed talents in the spirit of a larger
social vision of society. The student is, in a sense, liberated from the demand
to pursue an other-regarding, strongly autonomous life. Gourevitch rightly
describes the shift in the citizen’s motivational structure in the following
way:

. . . the indebted student knows he will face a unique constraint [on his
freedom]. He will have to pay back his loans. Knowing that, even if he
is no more risk-averse than his fellow student, he is much more likely
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to make a conservative choice about his educational and subsequent
professional choices. He will be guided toward choosing degrees and
career paths that promise better earning potential. To pursue his edu-
cation with the same intellectual freedom and experimental attitude as
the other student would require the indebted student to be much less
risk-averse than his colleagues (Gourevitch, 2012, p. 144).

In fact, while empirical findings on the effects of debt on student choice
is to date limited, the ‘student debt crisis’ has led to greater attention on
this issue, and recent research suggests that debt, especially for the less
well off, makes students less likely to choose jobs that serve the public
good (Rothstein and Rouse, 2011). The debt financing of higher education
comes at an overall cost to the wellbeing of society as fewer citizens opt to
contribute to a larger social vision.

VII A FURTHER CHOICE

This article aims to set out a preliminary foundation for rethinking the
value of higher provision by focusing on one distinctive feature of its
allocation—autonomous choice—and its connection to human flourishing.
Demonstrating that higher education plays an ethically important role in
supporting personal autonomy can go some way to showing why allocating
post-compulsory provision on the basis of ability to pay is unjustified for
reasons that go beyond socioeconomic life chances. Significant questions
remain, however. First, more work would have to be done in order to show
how this account would play out within different distributive frameworks
involving different distributive principles. For example, one might conclude
from the analysis that every citizen should be guaranteed a basic social
minimum of some form of post-compulsory education. A closer distributive
analysis would have to be undertaken in order to determine what a just
allocation should look like. For example, if a basic good is morally special
we do not think that wealth should play a factor in how much of that good
a person receives. The analysis I have offered focuses on students who are
less well off and likely to have to borrow. But a corollary might be that
wealthy students should not be allocated more post-compulsory provision
simply because they can afford to pay for it. This possibility needs great
examination. Further, unlike compulsory education the lengthy span of the
adult stage seems to be a significant factor. Should a basic minimum be
a one-off right after graduation? Given the long lives that many liberal
democratic citizen lead it may be more appropriate to allocate this social
minimum over a lifetime. If so, what role should autonomy-support play, if
at all, for citizens closer to the end of life? Is free provision more justified
for the young than the old? If not, why?

Second, and perhaps most importantly, the analysis suggests a revision
to conventional assumptions about the value of higher education and other
forms of post-compulsory education. If freedom of self-development is in-
deed essential to the support of our personal autonomy it means that the
post-compulsory systems of liberal democracies need to be further expanded
and diversified. Policy implications would need to be explored further. It
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could mean significant changes in the way governments finance and admin-
ister higher education because education for autonomy support would not
only need to be free to all citizens in principle but representative of the edu-
cational interests of a diverse liberal democratic polity. Other implications
would arise from the recognition of provision as a basic good. For example,
the argument that post-compulsory education should not be funded through
general taxation because it only benefits a privileged segment of the popula-
tion may no longer apply (for an overview of this argument, see Bou-Habib,
2010). What a pluralist post-compulsory system ought to look like, how it
is to be financed and how different aims of self-development ought to be
conceived are all domains for further work.

However, I conclude by focusing on a more immediate question, one
arising from the economic challenges and austerity policies that have led to
so much attention to the student debt problem. Much of my argument hinges
on an account of wellbeing that places trust in the willingness of citizens to
live and choose in accordance with a vision of democratic life that embraces
concern for others. Matthew Clayton raises the following reservation about
this account:

It may be better in terms of my desire-satisfaction if many people in my
society subject our basic institutions to critical scrutiny, so that social
policies are sensitive to people’s desires. Nevertheless given that many
others scrutinise social institutions and render them accountable, it may
be better for me not to engage in such reflection. After all, to follow
suit would be costly in terms of my well-being, since it would distract
me from my main concern, which is to pursue my goals (Clayton,
1993, p. 104).

The concern that Clayton is advancing here echoes what many critics of
social spending level against public provision, namely, the possibility of
a free rider problem. The idea that freely offering welfare goods is an
‘inefficiency’ because some citizens will use those goods to their own
advantage without giving back is a social assumption with high currency in
today’s austerity climate. We encounter a variation of this in the complaint
that if students don’t have to pay to attend university they will waste their
days studying ‘useless’ degrees like philosophy or literature, all on the
public dime.

How can we address this? To begin with, I’m not convinced that this is
actually a philosophical problem at all, by which I mean I don’t think that
there is an argument that will convince all people to never take advantage of
his or her social entitlements in a thoroughly selfish way. We need to leave
some social hope for the idea that, when they are treated with dignity and
respect by the larger community, individual citizens will internalise the so-
cial obligations that come with their social entitlements. Perhaps promoting
a capacity for such internalisation is something that compulsory schooling
should take up as part of a citizen’s moral education. However, I think that
this problem reflects a deeper choice facing contemporary society: would it
be better to require citizens to pay for basic goods, to sacrifice their broadly
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conceived wellbeing in exchange for the assurance that nobody is ‘gaming
the system’, or would it be better to accept that there will always be free
riders but that this is merely a cost that we incur by being a free society? What
is ‘efficient’ depends entirely on the answer to this value question. Todays’
austerity climate seems to be pushing us toward the former, questioning
the social vision through which our basic institutions operate. Instead of
claiming that personal autonomy is necessary and worthwhile ‘in a society
like ours’ we may now have to ask the question, for higher education as
well as our other social institutions: ‘what kind of society do we want to
be?’12
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NOTES

1. See Kitcher, 2009, and White, 2013, on ongoing tensions between economic competition and
democratic education.

2. See, for example, ‘The “1 Percent” isn’t America’s biggest source of inequality. College is.’
(n.d.). Washington Post. Retrieved 25 June 2014, from http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/
wonkblog/wp/2014/05/22/the-1-percent-isnt-americas-biggest-source-of-inequality-college-is/.
The important point in this article, which was merely glossed over, is that the college
premium—the rise in income anticipated by a degree—has flattened and will only go down as
costs of attending go up.

3. See Trow’s Weberian analysis of the diversification and expansion of higher education (Trow,
2006).

4. When that cosmetic need interrupts our normal range of function, as in the case of severe disfig-
urement, cosmetic surgery is seen to be necessary on medical grounds and is therefore free.

5. I say ‘principled’ here because some governments justify public subsidy for tuition on the grounds
that such subsidy is necessary for generating positive externalities—aggregate social benefits
unintended by the individual consumer such as reduced crime and increased voter participation.
Note the conditional nature of the policy: if enough students enrolled in higher education without
a subsidy those subsides would no longer be justified. For an excellent example of such a policy,
see the UK government’s BIS Economics Paper No 14 (2011).

6. Readers more familiar with an economic perspective on student debt should be aware that key
concepts used in this article, concepts such as choice, wellbeing and human flourishing, will be
framed more broadly, but also with greater normative emphasis, than they may within contem-
porary economic discourse. For example, in the economic analysis of choice students are seen as
attempting to get the best return on their investment—to decide, for example, given the resources
they have and what they know about the labour market, if it is worth their while to borrow in order
to attend. Such analysis is agnostic with respect to the ‘content’ of that choice, i.e. the particular
reasons students have for choosing or not choosing a particular program. However, such reasons
can indeed be subject to evaluation in educational, ethical or political terms. For example, one can
make choices about education that relate to what kind of person one wishes to become, or to how
one wishes to live, or to what aspects of democratic life one sees as important. These choices (or
rather, judgements) can reflect a greater or lesser understanding of the one’s own sense of how to
live well. Much the same can be said of the concept of wellbeing. In some branches of economics
the notion of wellbeing tends to be construed along the lines of a conception of ‘happiness’ or
a state of subjective wellbeing (see Layard and Layard, 2011). Wellbeing as understood in this
article, on the other hand, views some preferences and activities as potentially more fulfilling in
the long run than are others and the relationship between those various activities as complex. An
individual may be capable of acting in ways that make them ‘happy’ without having acquired a
sense of how to act in ways that will lead to flourishing in the long-term. Viewing choice and
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wellbeing in such broader, and normative, terms can lead to conclusions about educational policy
that diverge, with good reason, from standard economic analysis, as is the case with this article.
This of course does not obviate an economic point of view; rather, our judgments about the worth
of a policy or practice are not exhausted by that point of view.

7. I say ‘same way’ because having chosen a course of study it is entirely appropriate to impose aims
internal to that programming on the student. The student chooses to study a profession but the
criteria and aims internal to that professional are not up to the student. Further, certain institutions
such as universities have an explicit allegiance to general values such as the pursuit of truth, and
so any student seeking to attend a university can be expected to abide by those values (see Kotzee
and Martin, 2013).

8. Note that the line I have in mind is not a communitarian one. See Jürgen Habermas in the critical
theory tradition, R.S. Peters in the analytic tradition and G.H. Mead in the pragmatist tradition. All
maintain the ontological priority of the individual while maintaining that the formation of a unique
identity depends on socialisation in a stable community.

9. As S.A. Peterson points out, this phenomenon has been identified by Habermas as civic privatism,
defined as ‘political abstinence combined with an orientation to career, leisure and consumption’
(1984, p. 483).

10. Note that at this stage of the argument we are only pointing out the practical necessity of knowledge
and understanding in our self-development. One might here argue that the fact that some individuals
acquire their knowledge and understanding informally suggests that the value of formal educational
provision for self-development is being overstated. To be sure, in those cases where formal support
is restricted to the well off, or where the kinds of support on offer only cater to the interests of certain
segments of the population, it would make sense that individuals would seek out informal means
of support (for example, through public libraries or the Internet). However, the fact that certain
individuals, with certain preferences, have no choice but to seek out informal means of acquiring
such the knowledge and understanding and ‘get by’ does not justify a system of post-compulsory
provision that caters to a limited range of interests.

11. Brighouse and McAvoy (2009) argue that it is for the very reason that higher education is a privilege
and not a right that graduates have an obligation to share their talent and skills for the betterment of
the democratic community. They argue for a kind of egalitarian redistribution of goods generated
through talents akin to Rawls’ difference principle. In our current model of provision this might
be an excellent mitigating policy. However, from the perspective of a just society the idea of
contributing out of a sense of social cooperation and equal citizenship is preferable to the idea of
contributing in order to discharge one’s ‘privilege’. At the very least, it is less likely to engender the
kind of harmful paternalism that can arise when those who receive privileges benevolently attempt
‘giving back’ to those less well off. See Epprecht’s study of international work-abroad courses
for a consideration of the ethical dangers at play among well-intentioned university students in
underprivileged populations (2004).

12. An early version of this paper was presented as an invited talk at George Brown College, Toronto,
Canada, May 2014. I would like to thank the organisers for the opportunity to present and the
audience for their excellent questions.
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