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Introduction: Centre for Engaged Philosophy Occasional Series 

Edited by Yuhan Fu, Megan Roy, Jules Holroyd and Joshua 

Forstenzer 

We are delighted to introduce a selection of papers from our third year and MA 

students from the 2020-2021 academic year. It has been a challenging year: the global 

pandemic rages on, the climate crisis intensifies, and as a result social inequalities have been 

magnified and exacerbated. The papers in this issue exemplify how philosophical attention 

to these issues can both make valuable contributions to our understandings of these epoch-

changing events, and provide practical recommendations for how to move through them - 

as well as, on occasion, lighthearted escape from them! 

A number of the essays in the issue take up concerns presented by the pandemic. In 

“A Word about Normality: Reflections from a Covid test site” Philippa C. Mannerings brings 

into contact first personal experiences of part time work at a test site with Alinsky’s work on 

‘normality’ to question how our understandings of normality are shaped by and responsive 

to the daily rhythms of these crises. Mannerings’s critical analysis also teases out the radical 

potential in the idea of getting ‘back to normality’.  

Two of the selected papers address the arguments for a Universal Basic Income (UBI) - 

arguments brought to salience by the economic crisis precipitated by the pandemic. In 

“Should the UK Implement a Universal Basic Income Right Now?” Alana Wennerstrom 

attends to the ways in which the debates in Parliament, considering the implementation of 

a UBI, have played out and turns a critical eye in particular to the arguments against 

adopting such a policy. Wennerstrom argues that sources appealed to in parliamentary 

debates by opponents of UBI do not in fact provide reasons against adopting a UBI. 

Meanwhile, in “Welfare that Works: A Case for a Universal Basic Income in the UK”, Megan 

Roy argues that a UBI would better serve the values of emancipatory freedom, and 

distributive justice, than the existing system of Universal Credit. Moreover, Roy argues that 

it is not infeasible to implement, and at the present time may well have political legitimacy, 

if public discourse and democratic deliberation can make the case for UBI in a post-

pandemic recovery. 
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Turning to the other great crisis presently materialising, Emily Wright considers, in 

“Does the Climate Crisis Justify Authoritarian Socialism?” whether a political system that is 

widely thought to be unattractive might well be ultimately justified by its capacity to 

effectively avert the climate crisis that existing largely (albeit to varying degrees) democratic 

governments seem too slow to address. However, Wright argues that an Authoritarian 

Socialist state would neither be well placed to address the complexity of the responses 

needed to defeat the climate crisis nor would it sufficiently engage citizens in the processes 

of environmental rehabilitation; rather, a more democratic libertarian socialism, Wright 

argues, is better placed to meet the climate crisis. 

Each of these papers addresses issues that touch on injustices - local and global. But 

how should we think about addressing these injustices? In “Is fighting injustice a matter of 

education?” Rhys Goddard develops a conception of education based on Cornel West’s 

work, according to which education is an essential tool in fighting injustice. On this 

conception, education can be - and is often effectively - practiced by individuals outside of 

formal education. Instead, this model of education attends to the transformative power of 

paideia or deep character education, especially when it involves the ‘prophetic interaction 

between individuals and institutions’.  

Our final two papers show that engaged philosophy is relevant to those aspects of life 

that can bring relief from these ongoing crises. In an Olympic year, and one in which mental 

health was at the forefront of public discussions, Ralph Habgood’s paper “The Finkish Yips: A 

critique of Hawley’s Counterfactual Success Account of Knowledge-How”, aptly guides us 

through how one might make sense of the phenomenon of ‘the yips’ - a sports-person’s 

tendency to freeze up, or choke, at the crucial moment, losing their fluency of action and 

skilled ability to perform. Habgood argues that a dispositional account of know-how is well 

placed to make sense of this phenomenon, doing so via engagement with the late Katherine 

Hawley’s work on knowledge-how.  

And, finally, a paper for all those who spent lockdown hours on language learning 

apps: in “The Role of UG in Acquiring Secondary Languages”, Harriet Yates examines the 

‘Universal Grammar’ (UG) hypothesis about the capacity for language learning, and 

evaluates the evidence for whether a similar mechanism is involved in second language 
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learning. As Yates explains, the UG hypothesis is that an innate set of constraints shape the 

acquisition of a first language in infancy, guiding us to correct linguistic usage despite (so 

argues Chomsky) the mixed and incomplete language to which we are exposed. Should we 

think that these constraints shape and inform the process of learning a second language 

(and might this explain why so many of us struggle for hours on duolingo)? Read on to find 

out! 

We hope you enjoy this series of papers, which we think exemplify the excellences of 

engaged philosophy, and show how philosophical thought can both help us reflect on our 

experiences and help us think about what to do next. 
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A Word about Normality: Reflections from a Covid-19 test site 

Philippa C. Mannerings 

“...for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that 

things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the 

number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.” 

― George Eliot 

At the time of writing this paper, the Covid-19 pandemic was in full force. Due to its 

high infection rate, UK citizens were urged to minimise their contact with others to reduce 

the spread of the virus. If a person showed any symptoms, they were asked to visit a ‘Local 

Testing Site’, where they used a medical swab to collect samples of saliva from the mouth 

and nose. These sites created jobs, including ‘Test Assistants’ whose role was to supervise 

and occasionally administer these samples. This paper is a reflective account of my time as a 

Test Assistant and draws upon Saul Alinsky’s chapter, ‘A Word about Words’, from his book 

Rules for Radicals to make a case for the value of ‘normality’ when calling for change.  

Alinsky notes that “words prevalent in the language of politics [...] become twisted 

and warped, viewed as evil” (Alinsky, 1971, p. 48). Words such as ‘power’, ‘conflict’, and 

‘self-interest’ – according to Alinsky – become loaded with our own emotive and negative 

responses and therefore become divorced from their “dictionary synonyms”. However, in 

his illustrations of this argument, he misses one key word, namely: ‘normality’. ‘Normality’ 

can be defined in a descriptive sense (describing what is the usual, typical, or expected 

standard), as well as in a prescriptive sense (describing how things ought to be). This paper 

will examine the concept of ‘normality’ through both lenses, to challenge the claim that to 

be radical is to simply defy normality.  

To make the claim that normality is at odds with change, one must maintain that 

normality is necessarily the enemy of change, and “men must change with the times or die” 

(ibid, p. 32). However, to ignore the power of normality is to ignore people themselves. 

Humanity is made up of normal people, who do normal things and have normal 

conversations. Without the human commitment to normality, the fundamental structure of 
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interrelational life would crumble. Indeed, Alinsky’s central figure of the community 

organiser is one who understands, appreciates, and celebrates normality; they understand 

that “each group is bound by ties of tradition, common experience, and ethnic 

identification” (Alinsky, 1969, p. 80). Without the stabilising force of normality, there can be 

no uniting, no common understanding and, fundamentally, no radical change. Hence, when 

Alinsky claims that “consistency” is not a virtue” – since it is defined as “standing still or not 

moving” in the Oxford dictionary (Alinsky, 1971, p. 31) – he fails to honestly understand 

issues that surround and underpin radicalism. As Alinsky’s community organiser appreciates, 

‘standing still’ is important in finding our bearings and witnessing the common knowledge 

and social norms that constitute a community’s shared identity.  

Working as a Covid-19 Test Assistant is not at all normal. Despite this, conversations 

with co-workers and ‘customers’ are a far cry from revolutionary. In times of uncertainty, 

we forget what made ordinary life miserable, hard, and complex; and focus on what made it 

simple, safe, and normal. Conversations in the test site were not based on revolution or the 

most effective strategy to combat climate change; but on the pub, on weekend trips to 

Barcelona and of family Christmasses. It seemed that drawing on the past (what we knew as 

familiar and comfortable) was an effective way to make the future seem less daunting. 

Indeed, this is not uncommon behaviour. In a study led by André et al. (2016), it was found 

that in stressful situations, the behaviour of healthcare workers was less productive and task 

oriented. Workers were less critical of their surroundings and were far more obedient and 

conforming. This lends itself to the point that in stressful working environments, we focus 

less on criticising the stressful environment and instead look for assistance from those 

around us (whether that be comfort or a command). Consequently, there seems to be an 

interesting dimension of communication which occurs in stressful environments 

(particularly those of work) – whereby taking focus off a task and transferring it either to 

obeying a command or talking to co-workers – that makes these environments bearable by 

making them feel more familiar (normal). But is this so bad? Is this normality really the 

enemy of change? 

As mentioned previously, ‘normality’ can be defined in two ways. It seems that when 

we use the prescriptive sense of how something ought to be, we are describing a consistent 
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or common behaviour, but not necessarily being uncritical or conformist. When we use the 

descriptive sense, however, we are describing an expected standard and therefore acting 

with uncritical conformity to the most common behaviours in society. Clearly, Alinsky 

alludes to both forms of ‘normal’ throughout his work; the community organiser can only 

inspire change if they can identify and sympathise with the current societal status quo, but 

he also warns that those “living under a selfish system become adjusted to it in order to 

survive” (ibid, p. 92). However, despite employing both senses of the word, it seems that 

Alinsky only views the word from the descriptive sense. Hence, Alinsky’s claim that 

“consistency is not a virtue” divorces the word from its dictionary synonym and allows it to 

become twisted, warped and viewed as evil.  

Consequently, I maintain that to interpret ‘normality’ properly, we must make it an 

ally of consistency (the prescriptive sense of normality), but an enemy of complacency (the 

descriptive sense). The difference between the two terms is vital. Consistency refers to 

regular behaviour or treatment; it is what we use to measure risks and rewards. In contrast, 

complacency refers to uncritical satisfaction towards a norm or behaviour. Despite the stark 

difference in consequence between these two terms, both live under the umbrella of 

‘normality’. 

So, with this in mind, how should the conversations within the Covid-19 testing site be 

interpreted? By dreaming of normality, are we being explicitly consistent or complacent?  

As previously mentioned, conversations with co-workers revealed that most of them 

enjoy socialising in communal environments such as pubs, that most prioritise family and 

enjoy times of celebration. Family brings consistency, communal environments create 

comfort and confidence. Hence, stabilising communal activities such as these do not just 

underpin their individual experiences, but the community as a whole. Normality allows us to 

develop and share our identities, which is an essential part of being human. Despite this, 

some of the community’s values are not created through engaging with the consistencies of 

society, but by uncritically accepting some unsettling norms which led to complacency in the 

face of clear forms of injustice. Indeed, through working as an assistant I was subject to this 

myself! Within a few shifts, the sight of a fellow human being showing clear signs of physical 

pain and discomfort (children screaming, adults gagging and vomiting) became ‘normal’ to 
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me, and I in turn, became complacent towards them. Here, seeing this (relatively minor but 

still evident) form of suffering after a while, stopped evoking anger in the systemic injustices 

that brought about this suffering (the government’s unwillingness to actively respond to the 

virus in the early stages of the pandemic), and instead evoked complacency, completely 

forgetting the cause of the work and seeing these people’s pain as a means to my own 

monetary ends. In this sense – to return to the posed question – it depends on how we 

dream of normality; whether we are dreaming of normality in order to achieve the 

consistency necessary to flourish, or whether we are normalising something in order to 

return to a comfortably complacent and uncritical perception of our surroundings.  

Hence, we should be cautious to criticise normality per se and, instead, use it as a 

means for change. In order to create sustainable change, one needs to offer a plan of 

constructive change which challenges uncritical complacency without threatening the 

consistencies which constitute the nature, identity, and security of the community. This is 

not inconsistent with Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals, in fact, it is exactly what it argues. What 

Alinsky does not quite make clear, however, is that to be radical is to rely on consistency. In 

this sense, radicalism does not defy normality as, without normality, you cannot understand 

the experience of those who you wish to inspire. Rather, to be a radical is to become 

accustomed to the structural consistencies that underpin a community, whilst fighting wider 

overarching complacency towards larger structural injustices.  

So, in these uncertain times, there is no need to vilify the desire for normality in light 

of a need to fight against the ‘menaces of mankind’. Rather, we should be more careful in 

our analysis of normality; vilifying it when used in a conformist, descriptive sense, and 

celebrating it when being used in a prescriptive sense to construct solidarity and, in turn, 

change. Indeed, without a desire for normality, there would be no Covid-19 testing site, no 

facemasks, and no social distancing; in fact, it seems that the popular desire for the 

restoration of normality is currently the biggest driver of change! However, it is also clear 

from this investigation of the word ‘normal’ that we should be cautious of complacency. 

Within this current environment, change should not stop when a vaccine starts. A “return to 

normality” does not have to be seen as a complacent call for our old lives back but, instead, 

a demand to be reunited with our own identity and the relationships which inspire us to 
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forge our paths in life and inspire radical change. Change blossoms from consistency but is 

made dormant by complacency. To vilify normality is to undermine the conditions for radical 

change.  

Therefore, it does seem that the good of the world, and the success of radicals, can 

consequently, as George Eliot alludes to, be significantly attributed to unhistoric or ‘normal’ 

acts; let us shout out from the Covid-19 testing sites: “Liberté, égalité, fraternité, 

normalité!” 
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Should the UK Implement a Universal Basic Income Right 
Now? 

Alana Wennerstrom 

In this essay, I will argue that we should implement a Universal Basic Income (UBI) in 

the UK right now.1 As there are different versions of a UBI, I shall use my first section to 

introduce the version this essay will assess by drawing on Philippe van Parijs and Yannick 

Vanderborght’s Basic Income (Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017). Section 1A will look at 

their idea of a UBI, moving on, in Section 1B, to why it has become a popular issue in recent 

years, and the present state of the UK regarding wealth inequality before and during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Importantly, I will look at the difference between ‘absolute’ and 

‘relative’ poverty and how the UBI could abolish absolute poverty in the UK. In Section 2, I 

shall look at ways in which the UBI is misunderstood and how it is often dismissed as a 

utopian fairytale. I will show how high-ranking critics of the policy commit logical fallacies 

when rejecting the UBI. To this end, I will use the government’s response to a relevant 

petition last year as a prime example of this. Within the parliamentary debates, those 

against the UBI often refer to the Centre for Social Justice’s (CSJ) 2018 report on the UBI as 

‘An Effective Policy for Poverty Reduction’ and the Finnish UBI pilot. I will use my third 

section to review this report and the Finnish pilot as the central case study in support of my 

conclusion. 

Section 1A: Basic Income 

A UBI is an individual, unconditional cash income, paid regularly, to everyone. It is 

individual in that it is paid to each person as opposed to whole households.2 It is 

unconditional in that it is not means-tested and is obligation free. For van Parijs and 

Vanderborght (hereafter vP and Vb), “everyone” includes those with ‘fiscal residence rather 

than permanent residence or citizenship’, thus excluding those ‘whose earnings are not 

 
1 I note here, this essay is focussed on what is being said about the UBI "right now", and the fallacious, 

erroneous nature of the recent debates. Whilst I will be engaging with some philosophical literature on the 
topic, I am concerned with assessing (from a philosophical standpoint) the strength of certain statements and 
reports addressing a UBI. Thus, this may not read as a conventional philosophy essay, but I intend for it to 
contribute to the growing philosophical literature that supports implementing a UBI.   
2 Consequently,  not having to rely on a spouse for help with income would enable unhappy couples to split. 

mailto:uk.alana@googlemail.com
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subjected to the local personal income tax’ and prisoners (van Parijs and Vanderborght, 

2017, pp. 4-9). Crucially, the UBI would not replace current government-funded services, 

such as the NHS and state schools. Instead, it would be a baseline to be supplemented with 

other forms of income, if desired or necessary. This guaranteed regular income would 

facilitate otherwise inaccessible freedom for many; vP and Vb speak of this income as 

‘free[ing] people from’ the employment trap (ibid, pp. 15-16), where one stays in a job 

where one might otherwise choose to leave (for example, an underpaid role); the 

unemployment/poverty trap,where the difference between one’s potential wage and the 

money received through government benefits, such as Universal Credit and child benefits, is 

deleterious to one’s interests; the debt trap, a situation where debt is too difficult to pay off, 

often due to high-interest; and the loneliness trap where, as financial help from the 

government is decided based on household income, ‘people who decide to live together are 

penalised through a reduction in benefits’ (ibid, pp. 15-16). 

The consequence of ‘freedom from’, in the ways mentioned, is vP and Vb’s idea of 

‘real freedom’ as opposed to ‘formal freedom’ (ibid, p. 104). Where formal freedom is 

merely an absence of interference, real freedom gives one the capacity to make meaningful 

choices about the way one lives one’s life (ibid, p. 104).3  In the case of UBI, this is by 

providing monetary means to make these meaningful choices. 

Finally, fundamental to the UBI is that it is paid in cash, as opposed to cash equivalents 

such as food vouchers. There is often a certain distrust that people will use money 

‘appropriately’ (i.e. how they see fit), which is likely why the government hands out food 

vouchers (or, more recently, in the UK food parcels), when money is often what is needed. 

These vouchers are limiting in that they restrict where recipients can shop and how much 

they can buy in one go. 

A common objection against UBI is the claim that it will lead to free riders benefiting 

from others’ hard work; many may give up paid work to live a life of leisure. For critics, the 

worry is that many would give up paid work to live a life of leisure. In response to this, vP 

 
3 Further to this, they note that the point is not for everyone to be equally free. Rather, we are all provided 

with some minimum level of freedom; “real freedom for all” means we should aim for “the greatest real 
freedom for those with the least of it” (ibid, p.104). 
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and Vb argue that “if one is serious about denying an income to those able but unwilling to 

work, this denial should apply to the rich as well as to the poor […] [this] is a problem for 

those who […] want to refuse to the poor the leisure the rich can get away with” (ibid, p. 

101). So, it is surely the case that many of the rich already live this ‘unearnt’ life of leisure. 

Furthermore, I contend that contributing to the arts, voluntary work, or learning a new skill 

are no less valuable in contributing to society than paid labour. We are often conditioned to 

believe that a life of ‘hard work’ equates to a life of value4 — where hard work is paid work. 

For vP and Vb, conversely, what one finds valuable is an individual judgement and the state 

ought not to judge how one chooses to live one’s life. Implementing a UBI would give 

people the necessary freedom to pursue their conception of the good life (ibid, p. 103-4).5 

Section 1B: Inequality and the UBI 

As of 2018/19, 14.5 million people (Department for Work & Pensions, 2020a) live 

below the poverty line in the UK (in ‘relative poverty’): “Households are considered to be 

below the UK poverty line if their income is 60% below the median household income after 

housing costs for that year” (Trust for London, 2020). Of that 14.5 million, 12.9 million live in 

‘absolute’ poverty (Department for Work & Pensions, 2020a). Where those in relative 

poverty can only afford the basics, absolute poverty is when “income is below a certain 

level, which makes it impossible for the person or family to meet basic needs of life 

including food, shelter, safe drinking water, education, healthcare, etc.” (Habitat for 

Humanity, 2018). More recently still, it was announced in December 2020 that UNICEF was 

to help feed children in the UK for the first time in its history (Storer, 2020); this is a 

damning indictment of the UK’s current absolute poverty crisis.  

In addition to the aforementioned ‘traps’, according to the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation some of the causes of poverty in the UK include:  

a) “low levels of skills or education”: making it difficult to get a job;  

 
4 Traceable to biblical traditions: ‘You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands; you shall be blessed, and it 

shall be well with you.’ (Psalm 128:2) 
5 With this being a central tenet of a liberal conception of the state, in that the state has no business 

adjudicating between differing conceptions of the good life, anyone committed to liberal political theory and 
philosophy ought to take the idea of UBI satisficing this seriously. See van Parijs (1991). 
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b) discrimination: in that it “can prevent people from escaping poverty through 

good qualifications or jobs, and can restrict access to services”; 

c) “an ineffective benefit system”: Where the benefit system is often causing 

confusion to the point of causing errors and delays we see a low take-up of these benefits, 

increasing poverty. Additionally, there is an increased risk for some when changing jobs or 

their working hours and the current level of welfare benefits does not provide the means to 

avoid poverty. (What is poverty?, 2020).6 

A UBI could help tackle all three of these causes. In relation to a), people could afford 

to learn new skills and further their education, such as through low/unpaid internships 

(should they wish to do so). Regarding b), a UBI would not wholly end  discrimination 

against the poor,  but it would help mitigate effects of discrimination by providing all people 

- including the poor -  with a basic level of sufficient  resources to partake in important 

socio-economic activities. And, finally, considering c), the unconditionality of the UBI would 

replace the more confusing parts of the benefit system, as well as removing delays and risks 

associated with periods of under- or unemployment and changing jobs.  

Coming out of the Covid-19 crisis will likely exacerbate the underlying problems found 

in the existing benefits system. It is probable there will be more people relying on the 

welfare system, some who will have not claimed before and therefore will not be familiar 

with the system. In the year prior to the pandemic, a reported 43% of recipients on 

Universal Credit were food insecure, in comparison to 8% of the whole population (Brewer, 

Handscomb and Shah, 2021). During April and May 2020 alone, the DWP reported 2.4 

million starts to Universal Credit, six times the average in the twelve months leading up to 

March 2020 (Department for Work & Pensions, 2020b). This was accompanied by the huge, 

increased demand on food banks, showing the insufficiency of the welfare system to 

provide people with a survivable income, with a reported increase of 89% of those in need 

for emergency food parcels during April 2020, including a 107% increase in parcels going to 

 
6 An analysis conducted by the University of Salford estimated at the beginning of the pandemic there were 

around half a million people who were eligible for Universal Credit but did not claim it, with 59% not applying 
due to the perceived hassle and an estimated 280-390,000 people wrongly thinking they were ineligible (The 
Health Foundation, 2021). 
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children in comparison the previous year (The Trussell Trust, 2020). As of January 2021, a 

reported 6 million people are on Universal Credit, a 98% increase since March 2020 

(Department for Work & Pensions, 2021) and despite the £20 a week increase on Universal 

Credit, a reported 1 in 5 families reported they were behind on essential bills (Brewer, 

Handscomb and Shah, 2021). 

Having briefly looked at the problems with the current welfare system and the 

consequential increase in levels of poverty, I shall now look at the multiplier effect. Where, 

the fiscal multiplier ‘measures the effect of a $1 change in spending or a $1 change in tax 

revenue on the level of GDP' (Batini, et al., 2014, p. 2), the multiplier effect is the downward 

spiral following a recession (Widerquist, 2020a). I shall now briefly demonstrate how the 

Covid-19 crisis therefore creates this downward spiral, affecting the level of GDP.7 As a 

result of the Covid-19 crisis, in particular the nationwide lockdowns:  

● More people have less money (Francis-Devine, 2021) — for a variety of reasons, 

including but not limited to: reduced pay from furlough, the closure of their business, and 

for some university students in particular, paying rent on more than one accommodation; 

● More people are spending less (ibid), whether that is following the closure of 

businesses and thus less opportunities to spend money, or simply having less money to 

spend; 

● Therefore, the change in spending represents a downward trend; 

● Therefore, using the fiscal multiplier, we see the level of GDP decreases. 

Covid-19 has also led to an accumulation of wealth amongst the middle and upper 

classes whose jobs have remained stable (Collinson, 2020), but their expenditure has 

decreased, so their net savings are up (hence the increase in housing purchases, aided 

further by favourable a tax climate). These groups of people are not forced to spend as high 

a proportion of their income as poorer people are and, therefore, gains made by middle and 

upper classes are unlikely to stimulate the economy in the way that the UBI would by 

 
7 Please note that I will look more closely at the effects of the pandemic in the next section. 
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putting money in everyone's pockets (including the worst off). As such, introducing a UBI 

right now is vital; giving people more money will likely lead to increased spending, which will 

enable economic growth. More spending will help increase business revenues and thus 

reduce the need for closures. Moreover, UBI will also provide business owners with the 

security of regular income, to help keep their businesses open during a downturn. 

More generally, a UBI could abolish absolute poverty — this would mean that no one 

would be unable to afford life’s basic necessities.8 The economic inequality gap would start 

to close.9 In relation to the whole UK population, this is important for two reasons:  

1. Studies have shown that economic inequality affects not only the health and 

wellbeing of the poorest, but all classes up to the very richest (Szalavitz, 2011). 

2. By giving more people more spending power, we would see economic growth 

— introducing a UBI right now would help restart the economy and avoid the worst ravages 

of the current economic recession, which would likely otherwise last for years.  

In response, one issue often raised with the UBI is the cost. First, I note that, often, 

critics are referring to gross cost here — if we are giving x number of adults £y, it will cost us 

£(x times y) (Widerquist, 2020b). As vP and Vb note, it is the net cost we should be 

concerned with, for this is the “real cost'' (van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017, p. 135). 

Second, as vP and Vb explain, by giving everyone £y, we immediately save on the 

“administrative costs of informing, monitoring and sanctioning” of the current welfare 

benefits systems such as Universal Credit (ibid, p. 18). Third, using the current tax system we 

have in the UK (ibid, p.18), we could immediately tax it back from the rich to help fund the 

UBI (ibid, p. 10).10  

Widerquist explains that “[t]he cost of a full basic income for the United Kingdom 

would be £67 billion per year” (Widerquist, 2020b). I should note that Widerquist uses “a 

 
8 A UBI could not abolish relative poverty due to its definition being relative to the median income of the 

relevant year, as opposed to absolute poverty which is a fixed definition.  
9 In the UK, the ONS reported the income of the richest 20% was over 6 times higher than that of the poorest 

20% in the financial year ending 2020. Moreover, the richest 10% also received 50% more income than the 
poorest 40% (Office for National Statistics, 2020). 
10 Chapter 6 of vP and Vb (2017) looks at funding a UBI. 
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roughly poverty-level UBI” at £7,706 per annum for adults and £3,853 for children, which 

would have a gross cost of £438 billion (ibid). To put this figure into perspective, this is £6 

billion less than the amount the government has spent on “measures to support jobs such 

as the furlough scheme” during the Covid-19 crisis (King, 2020).11 If we formalise the net 

cost, we thus get: the gross cost £(x times y) minus the increase in the amount people would 

pay in tax revenue per annum (estimated by Widerquist to be £155 billion) minus the cost of 

“existing programmes that can be replaced by UBI” (Widerquist, 2020).12 

Finally, I also note the cost of not having a UBI, raised by Scott Santens, by which one 

would look at the costs incurred in relation to poverty levels (Santens, 2017). For example, 

in 2019-20 the average cost per prisoner was £42,700 (MacLeod, 2020) and the increased 

costs regarding the links between mental health problems and poverty (Mental Health 

Foundation, 2016). 

A further issue raised is the inequity involved in paying the rich a UBI as well. First, the 

universality of UBI is crucial here (hence the name ‘UBI’); paying everyone equal amounts 

eliminates the need for means-testing, which is both time-consuming and costly, as well as 

often arbitrary and degrading. Second, part of the funding for a UBI comes from the tax that 

is paid back by the rich; the tax increase on the rich would include the amount of UBI being 

paid to them. Essentially, the rich would never see the money. 

Section 1C: The Pandemic 

Having looked at the UBI more generally as an alternative to the current welfare 

system, including the inequalities and poverty that has arisen partially as a result of said 

system, I will now look at the UBI with regards to inequality and poverty with the ongoing 

Covid-19 pandemic.  

12th March 2020: WHO declared the Covid-19 crisis as a pandemic (euro.who.int., 

2020).  

 
11 As of November 2020. 
12 I note here that this figure and the plausibility of increasing tax sufficiently is contested within the UBI 

debate. 
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23rd March 2020: the UK went into lockdown (Press Association Reporters, 2020). 

Around the same time, the government announced their financial help package, including 

the furlough scheme, saying they will do “whatever it takes” (Pope, 2020). 

As a result of the Covid-19 crisis, an estimated additional 700,000 people have been 

pushed into relative poverty13 (Butler,2020), and many already in poverty have been pushed 

into absolute poverty (parliamentlive.tv., October 2020). Even with the government’s 

financial support, an estimated 3 million people are without help — for example, due to the 

conditionality of the financial support, if someone was newly employed by a company they 

would be ineligible for the furlough scheme (HM Revenue and Customs, 2020). 

With such a high number of people in poverty in the UK, made worse as a result of 

Covid-19, I argue that, if the UBI was not needed before, it certainly is now. Next, I will look 

at two debates about implementing a UBI as a recovery mechanism following the crisis.   

Section 2A: Misunderstandings 

In the media 

Whilst researching the UBI, it has become apparent that it is widely misunderstood or 

misinterpreted. A clear example of this is a common view held about the UBI: that it is 

simply “money for nothing”, or a “right to be lazy” (BBC Radio 4, 2016). A BBC Radio 4 show, 

“Money for Nothing”, consists mainly of the presenter asking various ‘experts’ questions 

concerning UBI and whether it was permissible to pay people to watch television and eat 

crisps on the sofa all day, and whether we should endorse ‘laziness’, concluding with the 

suggestion it should not be permissible. Here, the presenter has committed the slippery 

slope fallacy. I shall present the fallacious argument in the form of premises and conclusion: 

P1: To survive, people need access to necessities such as food, water and shelter. 

P2: For the majority, access to these necessities requires an income, a survivable 

income, currently earned through employment. 

 
13 As of November 2020. 

http://parliamentlive.tv/
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P3: If the state were to provide people with this survivable income unconditionally, 

regardless of employment, people would use this as an opportunity to be ‘lazy’ (i.e. to watch 

television and eat crisps on the sofa all day). 

C: To implement a UBI is to give people the right to be ‘lazy’. 

From the assumption that that income must be earned through labour, this argument 

purports to derive the claim that a UBI is a right to be lazy. 

However, the UBI is not simply a “right to be lazy”, minimally because it is not 

designed to attend to all human desires. Many people in receipt of UBI will still seek 

employment. And all who receive UBI will have the new found power to look for jobs with 

better working conditions, or use their bargaining power (given they now have a financial 

cushion that gives them the power to withdraw their labour when offered poor working 

conditions) to secure safe, well paying jobs. More fundamentally, still, the UBI is a way to 

respect the right to a basic level of freedom, a right to survive without having the necessities 

for survival withheld pending an ‘earned’ income. If we are to be truly liberal, then it is not 

up to the state to decide how one spends their time is valuable and to what degree. For 

liberals, what counts as ‘laziness’ is a private, not a public matter. 

Additionally, the same reporter has written an article with the headline ‘Is the left's 

big new idea a “right to be lazy”?’ in which she writes “The policy behind ‘the right to be 

lazy’ is an idea called a [UBI]” (Sodha, 2016). Here, she has committed the straw man fallacy. 

In maintaining the policy is the “right to be lazy”, she has taken a small aspect of the UBI, 

namely that people could afford to not work(i.e. survive without employment), and 

presented it as its main characteristic. First, I note that the use of the word ‘lazy’ presents 

the UBI in a negative light on account of the deeply rooted negative connotations we 

associate with the word lazy due to its links with Catholicism and the seven deadly sins, 

specifically ‘sloth’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2010). Second, the reporter introduces the UBI 

as the government paying you to “sit back, relax, turn on the telly, put your feet up” 

explaining that this is “only [a] slightly exaggerated version” of what UBI is and does little in 

the way of describing a UBI as anything other than this “right to be lazy” (Sodha, 2016). 
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Finally, in the article, the UBI appears to be spoken of as a response to the worry felt 

regarding automation of industries and loss of jobs (ibid).  

As mentioned before, a UBI is a right to the basic necessities for survival, a right to 

decide to spend one’s time as one sees valuable, not according to the state’s ideals. It is not 

known how many new jobs could be created through people having the funds to start new 

businesses, take up further education or retrain with a much lower risk of losing their 

survivable income. Finally, regarding the automation of industries, there appears no real 

threat for the near future to the point of having to introduce a UBI to ensure people could 

survive (Nast, 2020). 

In Government 

I will now look at how the government,14 who would be responsible for implementing 

the UBI, dismisses the concept. In particular, I will assess the government’s response to a 

2020 parliamentary petition  arguing that the UBI would give “home & food security through 

Covid-19” (Parliament Petition, 2020).  

 On the 17th of September 2020, the petition in favour of the UBI was debated in 

Parliament. The Government responded that the UBI is not “the best method to tackle the 

extraordinary situation resulting from Covid-19, because it does not target help to those 

who need it most”. They then list all of the ‘substantial’ financial help they have offered 

throughout the crisis (ibid). In response, I would say that the UBI does not ‘target’ any group 

in particular, it is universal in the simplest form (in that it targets everyone) — one of the 

UBI’s strengths as no one is missed out or ineligible. Furthemore, by boosting spending 

throughout the economy, a UBI would also mitigate the worst effects of the recession 

caused by the pandemic — something needed right now. The government dismisses UBI in 

favour of targeted programmes, such as furlough, stating that it helps people who need it 

most. However, with 3 million people slipping through the cracks by being excluded from 

government financial help (Democrats, 2020), clearly this is not the reality of the situation. 

Covid-19 has created unprecedented problems for many people, for example, the self-

 
14 I am referring to official responses, such as those given for petitions, as opposed to the government as a 

whole, including those ministers who might not agree with views/responses I mention.  
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employed and the newly employed (HM Revenue and Customs, 2020). Where self-  

employed people have faced the largest increase in unemployment, such as having to close 

their businesses with the lack of customers and eligibility criteria making it difficult to apply 

for funding (OECD, 2020) and newly employed people were often not eligible for the 

furlough scheme (HM Revenue and Customs, 2020), a universal intervention such as UBI 

would be more likely to alleviate this through providing them with the funds the 

government failed to. 

On the 13th of October 2020 and following the unsatisfactory response to the 

petition, a second debate in parliament was held. I shall now briefly breakdown the 

parliamentary debates, through a brief analysis of what was said by both advocates and 

opponents of the UBI. 

Section 2B: Advocates say… 

Generally, in both debates, advocates of the UBI present their arguments about 

poverty and the effects of the pandemic, contending that both have exposed deficiencies in 

the current welfare system — much of it quite similar to what I have already looked at. 

However, they also point to the low rate of sick pay in the UK, as well as issues with absence 

from work due to sickness and rehabilitation. UBI advocates in the debate mention benefits 

such as: improved adherence to lockdown measures, eradication of food insecurity, 

reduction of some of the costs of state benefits and social welfare, alleviation of poor 

mental health with associated reduction of suicide rates, and eradication of the negative 

stigma associated with non-earned income (parliamentlive.tv., October 2020). 

Section 2C: Opponents say… 

On the other side of both of the parliamentary debates is the Parliamentary Under 

Secretary of State for Welfare Delivery, Will Quince. His response to each debate hardly 

changes from the first to the second — further supporting my argument that the 

government is unwilling to take UBI seriously enough. This is perhaps due to the 

preconditioned bias against a UBI as it is the opposite of Conservative fiscal theory and 

http://parliamentlive.tv/


25 

 

practice for it allows people to make their own decisions regarding how they spend their 

time.  

In both debates (not necessarily in this order), the Under Secretary of State: 

a) states what he understands to be the UBI,  

b) looks to the 2018 CSJ report to defend his point about its “astronomical 

cost”, and the Finnish pilot to defend his view the UBI makes people indolent 

(parliamentlive.tv., September/October 2020),  

c) lists help that the government has already given, and  

d) claims the government’s welfare system, including universal credit and the 

financial packages offered over the pandemic, is “the right approach”, as the UBI does not 

“target those who need it most” and, so, the government has no intention of implementing 

a UBI. 

In the next section, I will look at both Finnish UBI pilot and CSJ’s 2018 report next 

(parliamentlive.tv., October 2020).15  

Section 3: The Case Study 

The Finnish UBI pilot aimed to see ‘whether a guaranteed income might encourage 

people to take up often low-paid or temporary work without fear of losing benefits’ (Henley, 

2020). The Finnish state paid a monthly income to a random group of 2,000 unemployed 

people across the country for two years. I note here, however, that the monthly payments 

were not sufficient to live on (ibid), so it may be argued this would not count as a true UBI. 

The results of the experiment included people seeing an improvement in their overall 

wellbeing, as well as “greater feelings of […] financial security”, which allowed them to 

explore opportunities otherwise not available to them. For example, “[some] freelancers 

 
15 In regard to (c) and (d), I have already discussed these and both debates consist of different ministers giving 

‘evidence’ against the claims that the government’s approach has left many behind by, for example, listing 
how much of a temporary increase on Universal Credit the government has provided (parliamentlive.tv., 
September 2020). So we can put these points to rest for now. 

http://parliamentlive.tv/
http://parliamentlive.tv/
http://parliamentlive.tv/
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and artists and entrepreneurs felt [the basic income] had created opportunities for them to 

start businesses” (ibid). 

I contend, however, that findings from a small scale UBI pilot cannot be the basis for 

ascertaining what the effects of a UBI would be when delivered on a mass scale, particularly 

with regard to employment. In this case, only 0.05% of the population over 19 years old 

(Niinimäki, 2020) partook. When a large percentage of a population are given the power to 

say no and/or leave underpaid jobs, employers will find themselves with fewer people 

seeking employment. They will likely be forced to review their conditions of employment. 

However, when only a small number of people are given this power, employers are not 

under much pressure to change anything — they will just hire someone else without this 

power. Despite this, the increased feeling of wellbeing is a more credible finding because it 

is a personal experience which is likely to be representative of the effects on the larger 

scale. 

Section 3B: The Faulty Report 

The CSJ’s 2018 report is split into five chapters: the first introduces the UBI, the 

second estimates costings, the third looks at arguments for the UBI, the fourth looks at 

arguments against it, and the final chapter puts forward their view that we are better off on 

universal credit (Centre for Social Justice, 2018). First, it is important to note that a 

significant component of my argument for implementing the UBI ‘right now’ refers to the 

consequences of the Covid-19 crisis and the following related failures of the current welfare 

system. This report was written pre-Covid-19 pandemic. The main problem about the report 

is that it discusses an inherently weak, (mis)understood version of a UBI to then argue 

against  UBI more generally. From the start, and throughout, the report seemingly misses 

the mark in several ways.  

In Chapter 1, the CSJ describes its understanding of the UBI as giving everyone a non-

tax-deductible income, stating this would raise the minimum income someone would expect 

to receive on minimum wage, as well as increasing everyone’s wealth equally, including the 

rich (ibid, p.5). The report holds that this is the “UBI in its purest form” (ibid, p.5). 

Consequently, they write that this is the “most expensive form of UBI”, but with the 
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consequence of removing both the disincentive to declare income and an incentive to work 

(ibid, p.5). This account of the UBI departs importantly from that found in vP and Vb (2017). 

I question why this is selected as a realistic example of how we might implement a 

UBI, given the consequences listed. Instead of introducing another version of the UBI to 

examine, the report explains they have looked at ‘variations’ of the UBI, such as Negative 

Income Tax (NIT) and Guaranteed Annual Income (GAI) (ibid, p.6).16 NIT is a system where 

low income families receive a set percentage of the difference between their earnings and a 

set threshold and rich families are taxed on anything above that threshold (ibid, p. 6) -- for 

example, if the threshold were £20,000 a family earning £12,000 may receive a set 

percentage of the £8,000 difference and a family earning £25,000 would be taxed on the 

£5,000 above the threshold. GAI is essentially a top up system where a threshold is set, for 

example, £20,000 so anyone earning less would have their income topped up to the £20,000 

(ibid, pp. 6-7). I do not hold these to be pure forms of UBI and neither does the report. 

Instead, they are closer to “a means tested dynamic benefit payment” (ibid, pp. 5-6). Where 

unconditionality is key to a UBI, these two alternatives to UBI are reliant on the recipient 

meeting certain conditions and thus cannot be classed as UBI.  I do not dispute their analysis 

of the alternatives they have looked at, but I do, however, question why they are looking at 

them as variations of the UBI if they (rightly) do not class them as UBI. Furthermore, it is not 

clear how these led them to the version of UBI they use for the report. 

Next, in Chapter 2, they look at the potential costs of “different scenarios” of the UBI, 

presented in a table with different amounts of “pay-out generosity” (ranging from £2,000 to 

£20,000 per year), against three classes of people: ‘working age adults’ (they define as 16-64 

years of age), ‘All adults over 16 years old’, and ‘Households’ (ibid). First, at least under this 

essay’s conception of UBI, it should not be paid to households, so I shall ignore this column. 

Second, I am unclear as to how they have chosen their different income values. They may 

reply that, for the £16,320 level, this is “equal to the poverty line” at “60 percent of the 

median wage” (ibid, p.8). However, as previously stated, to be below the poverty line is to 

have 60% less than the median wage, not 60% of the median wage — 60% less than their 

value of median wage (£27,200) is, instead, £10,880. Using this incorrect figure, and 

 
16 What vP and Vb refer to as “cousins” of the UBI in Chapter 2. 
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assuming there are 41 million ‘working age adults’, they come to a gross cost of £669.1 

billion (ibid, p.8). As noted, when looking at the cost of a UBI, we should only be interested 

in the net cost; as this is a gross cost, it has little value in deciding if it would cost the state 

too much. As noted, vP and Vb look further into the costing and funding of a UBI and I have 

included a recent estimate of the net cost in Section 1B. 

I do not dispute the arguments in favour of the UBI provided in Chapter 3. In Chapter 

4, however, I find that their arguments against the UBI do not hold much weight. The 

‘affordability’ (that it would cost too much) and ‘inequity’ (that paying the rich the same 

amount is a waste of money, and a UBI would disincentivise work) arguments have already 

been discussed and dismissed in this essay.17 However, I have not yet much discussed their 

argument titled ‘effectiveness’: 

“If the UK Government were to rest upon the idea of replacing existing social 

protections (pensions, housing benefit, unemployment benefit, income support and child 

benefit) with a single affordable UBI of £6,240, it is highly likely that many of the most 

disadvantaged households across the UK would be worse off.” (Ibid, p.15).  

No one is disputing this, but I wonder how this is an argument against the UBI; the UBI 

would not replace all social protections (definitely not pensions). Furthermore,  they have 

chosen to use their idea of an ‘affordable’ value of the UBI to support the conclusion they 

already seemed committed to defending, namely, that a UBI is unworkable. Here, I think we 

see the straw man fallacy again, whereby they have described this UBI as ‘affordable’ based 

on looking at gross cost alone, to then use this relatively low value to compare it to the 

unrepresentative cost of living in London, following this by concluding that universal credit is 

the better option (ibid, p.15). Since the net cost of the UBI is likely much lower than its gross 

cost, an ‘affordable’ UBI would likely be far more generous than the CSJ report considered. 

The final chapter looks at why the CSJ believes universal credit is better than UBI. I will 

not waste much space on this chapter, since I have already disputed the UBI figures they are 

using to compare it with universal credit. I will note, however, that they use the maximum 

amounts available for universal credit for the comparison. However, the reality is that often 

 
17 See Section 1A and end of Section 1B. 
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the actual amount paid is lower than the maximum available, due to the many conditions 

one must meet to receive it.  

 

Nonetheless, my contention is that, at best, the CSJ does not understand the UBI, and 

therefore it is not a good source for understanding the powerful effect a UBI would have on 

the economy’s recovery right now, in the midst of the pandemic, let alone on an individual’s 

quality of life. I have thus shown this report to be faulty and as a result it should not have 

been used as the basis of the government’s argument against implementing UBI as it 

inaccurately represents the policy, thereby unduly weakening support for it.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I have defended vP and Vb’s argument for the UBI as ‘real freedom for 

all’ by looking at the issue of inequality in the UK, thus  explaining how implementing a UBI 

right now could abolish absolute poverty which, in turn, could increase both economic 

growth and the wellbeing of the country. I have assessed the more recent issue of the 

Covid-19 crisis and its effects on inequality in the UK. I then reviewed specific media and 

political interventions in the debate and showed that the arguments used to oppose the UBI 

do not have legs. I then went on to show that we cannot use small pilots of a UBI, such as 

that in Finland, as a basis for ascertaining the effects of a UBI on a much larger scale. In 

addition, I reviewed the CSJ report the government uses in its argument against UBI, and 

have shown it is based on incorrect figures and commits the straw man fallacy. I briefly 

analysed issues with the current welfare system, using evidence provided in the debates as 

well as research articles to show that even before Covid-19, many people were being 

excluded from social welfare and the pandemic has only accelerated this — making this 

issue especially pertinent right now. Overall, I have not argued that a UBI would solve the 

overall poverty crisis, nor that it would serve to remove inequality, but I believe that 

implementing it would start the process of decreasing inequalities and poverty levels in the 

UK. So I have concluded that, yes, we should implement a UBI in the UK right now. 
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Welfare that Works: A Case for a Universal Basic Income in 
the UK 

Megan Roy 

This essay argues that there are strong ethical and practical grounds for supporting 

the implementation of a Universal Basic Income (hereafter UBI) in the UK. I begin with an 

exposition of UBI and continue, in the second section, to give a picture of the current 

welfare system in the UK, arguing that it is morally flawed and unsuccessful in achieving its 

aims. Thus, in Section 3, I assess UBI on its ethical desirability, claiming that its values of 

emancipatory distributive justice are worthy of serious consideration. Section 4 assesses 

and rejects the claim that it is practically inadequate in incentivising work. The final section 

considers the feasibility of implementing UBI right now, in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis 

and concludes that it is indeed highly feasible. 

1. What is a Universal Basic Income? 

A Universal Basic Income (UBI) is an income paid to every individual within a given 

political community, with no conditions on eligibility or on how the money can be used. It is 

universal in that it goes to everyone, regardless of age, gender, income, wealth, or 

employment status (likely with an additional but comparatively lower amount paid to 

children’s guardians).  It is basic because it provides enough money to cover the basic costs 

of subsistence, such as food, utility bills, clothes, and so on. The income would be paid 

directly to the recipient in cash rather than in kind. Vitally, a UBI must also be unconditional 

– there is no requirement to work or to show willingness to work in order to receive the 

payment. It aims to significantly reduce means-testing, thus restoring the dignity and privacy 

of claimants whilst deinstitutionalising perceptions of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ and 

reducing the net cost of welfare administration.  A UBI should also be regular (typically paid 

monthly), so those on the lowest incomes are afforded the security of accurate and 

predictable budgeting (Van Parijs, 1991, p.102; Standing, 2019, p.5).  

A UBI, then, differs greatly from other forms of social assistance and income support. 

Progressive supporters of UBI present much to favour it: its universality mitigates against 
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the stigma that comes with receiving welfare benefits, since it will be a right enjoyed by all; 

it promises to significantly reduce the administrative costs and emotional toll involved in 

means-tested welfare provision; it does not disincentivise paid work for recipients, as it only 

acts as a floor on which to build additional income, unlike traditional welfare systems that 

usually remove benefits as work-based income is gained. The ultimate hope is that this 

positive UBI-generated cycle would begin to lift people out of poverty, instead of being 

trapped in it, which, as shown in section 2, is what the current system does, by and large. If 

one cares about the real, substantive freedom to choose the direction of one’s future, the 

lack of conditionality also means that people would be able to pursue whatever conception 

of the good life they choose (Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017). 

Determining whether or not we should implement a UBI in the United Kingdom right 

now requires establishing its moral superiority over the existing system of welfare provision 

known as ‘Universal Credit’ (UC). In so doing, I hope to show that UC’s deficiencies make UBI 

an attractive alternative for social welfare provision. Determining the idea’s suitability and 

feasibility for the UK is something that political powers, along with the public, need to do 

honestly, critically, and dialectically. I will thus now discuss UC’s moral character and the 

moral advantages UBI has over it. 

1. Universal Credit: The UK’s Welfare War 

This section will argue that the aims of UC are morally perverse and that its approach 

to tackling poverty is practically inadequate due to a mistaken conception of the 

relationship between work and poverty. Since 2013, the UK’s welfare system has gradually 

moved towards UC. This new form of welfare provision rolled six ‘legacy’ benefits into one 

and moved the system online. The rationale behind the change was to streamline the 

welfare system, making it more manageable for claimants, and to reduce costs. Most 

importantly, however, the UK government claimed that UC aimed to tackle poverty by 

incentivising employment and disincentivising non-employment (Department for Work and 

Pensions, 2015). 

The move to UC did not just mark an attempt to streamline a complex benefits 

system; it also marked a government-led shift in public narrative about welfare recipients. 
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The minister responsible for the introduction of UC, Iain Duncan Smith, made the new 

message very clear to those in receipt of benefits: ‘This is not an easy life anymore, chum. I 

think you’re a slacker’ (The Guardian, 2015). The government narrative about UC made it 

clear that able-bodied claimants were receiving ‘something for nothing’ with the previous 

benefits, thus justifying the implementation of a prohibitive process to getting support. UC 

uses sanctions, given for various and often arbitrary reasons. In one case, a man was 

sanctioned because his caseworker was off sick on the day of his appointment, meaning he 

‘missed’ it and received a cut in his welfare payments (Panorama: The Universal Credit 

Crisis, 2018). There is plenty of evidence of this petty sanctioning and the negative impact it 

has on claimants’ wellbeing, both financially and emotionally (Ibid.; Standing, 2019, p.29-

32). Although defenders of UC claim that it incentivises work, studies show that there is no 

way to know whether UC could be specifically responsible for an uptake in employment 

(National Audit Office, 2018, p.9). My contention is that this motivation for making people 

worse-off does not have empirical grounding, thus it is morally perverse.  

Indeed, the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights (2018) said 

that ‘there are far too many instances in which Universal Credit is being implemented in 

ways that negatively impact many claimants’ mental health, finances, and work prospects.’ 

To understand how UC fails to incentivise employment, consider the following example:  

A single unemployed mother of two – let us call her Sarah – is a recipient of Universal 

Credit (UC) and child benefits. She manages to get a part time (20 hours per week) low wage 

job. For every pound she earns, she loses 65p of her UC, which some studies show after 

costing can leave her with as little as a 6p return (Brewer et al., 2017, p.11; Browne et al., 

2016, p.237.). She has to pay for daily public transport, childcare, and other various costs 

that come with starting a new job. Months later, Sarah loses her job. She now has to make a 

new UC claim again. Without any savings, she is left with barely anything to get by. It is 

crucial to note that the minimum wait for an applicant to receive UC is five weeks unless 

they are willing to ask for an advance. This would mean that Sarah would receive a reduced 

amount every month for the next year to pay off that advance, making each future month 

much harder to get through. In addition, it is likely that, in those five weeks or in the 

subsequent months of reduced UC payments, Sarah would have to use loan companies or 
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food banks to get by. Had she known that this outcome was probable, it would have been 

irrational to embark on the journey of employment in the first place. Why? Overall, she has 

been left worse off than she was before she entered employment. She had the security of 

monthly budgeting due to regular welfare payments and did not have the expenditures of 

transport and childcare, nor the high participation tax rate on her income.  

This is not just a hypothetical situation; for most people on UC, this is what life looks 

like. This is how UC condemns recipients to suffer the consequences of the unemployment 

trap. Rankin (2019, p.36) summarises it well: ‘we punish [welfare claimants] by cancelling 

their existing security when they make appropriate but risky life choices.’ In those cases, 

charitable organisations, such as food banks, are forced to step in where the state used to 

help. But charities should not be expected to assume the role of the state to protect its 

citizens from destitution, particularly when this precarity arises from interactions with the 

state’s own welfare system. No amount of charity ‘can replace the dignity of people having 

enough money to afford a decent standard of living’ (Human Rights Watch, 2019). Patching 

up a system that is broken at its core is wasteful at best and abusive at worst.   

Both the aim and the implementation of UC suggests that the able-bodied poor need 

to be ‘disincentivised’ to claim welfare through sanctions in order to be ‘incentivised’ to 

enter the labour market (Standing, 2019, p.29-30). This has increased the stigma associated 

with claiming welfare and has weakened the solidarity between those on welfare and those 

who are not, since recipients of UC are seen as lazy and not paying their way. The NAO 

(2020, p.27) identified a ‘fear factor’ for claimants entering the system as a significant 

reason for delayed UC applications. Nearly half of all claimants had no earnings in the three 

months preceding their claim, emphasising just how paralysing this stigma is.  

The most serious consequence of UC is that it communicates to able-bodied claimants 

that their precarity – which is far more a reflection of the job market than individual money 

management – strips them of their entitlement to privacy, due process, subsistence, 

security, and dignity (Standing, 2011). All corners of their lives are at the behest of 

bureaucrats deciding their level of ‘deservingness’, exacerbating the precariousness that 

made them eligible claimants in the first place. These implications degrade the self-respect 
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of those in receipt of UC by way of intrusive means-testing, unemployment traps, 

undervaluing of vital social work, and the shaping of an ‘us vs them’ discourse.  

Another claim made by UC proponents is that employment will lift households out of 

poverty so they will not need to claim UC. This is unfortunately not true either. Over 2 

million of the c. 6 million UC claimants are actually in employment (DWP, 2020). This figure 

does not account for those in employment who live below the relative poverty line and do 

not claim UC. This shows that the framing of UC perpetuates false assumptions that ‘work 

pays’ but, in fact, employment does not guarantee economic security.  

A fundamental assumption lurks behind the adoption of UC, namely: only paid work is 

genuinely valuable to both the individual and society. In other words, UC does not track the 

value of unpaid work. This is a shame since unpaid work plays a major part in our nation’s 

informal economy. Indeed, given our aging population and the low wages and difficult work 

involved in care, we are likely to see a rising demand for this type of labour. This is labour 

that is being undertaken by people across the country for their loved ones, for free. 

Evidently, this work is extremely valuable to society and yet it often goes unvalued or 

undervalued by strict economistic models. UC is a system that disincentivises the untapped 

labour that is quietly carrying society. This work particularly needs remuneration and 

recognition, especially if we intend for people to continue caring for loved ones in our ever-

aging society.   

The next two sections will show how the UBI is morally legitimate, improves upon UC, 

and can respond to the ‘something-for-nothing’ objection levelled against it because it is 

more practically adequate than UC for lifting people out of relative poverty.  

1. The Reciprocity Objection 

Although there are various moral values that can support UBI, the scope of this essay 

limits me to discuss one. UBI ‘gives more options to the people who have least of them’ 

(Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017, p.22). There are good reasons to favour a conception of 

social justice that places this at the centre. Despite being individually paid, it is deeply 

rooted in the notion of a collective; that everyone in a community has an equal share of its 
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collective resources (Birnbaum, 2012). Relatedly, it is particularly appealing in that it 

supports state impartiality. This means the state has no role in judging the merit of one’s 

conception of the type of life one wants to pursue (Van Parijs, 1991). This reinforces self-

respect because it affords everyone the dignity of autonomy and avoids the degrading 

imposition of ‘superior’ lifestyles on those who don’t share that conception of the good. 

When a person has self-respect, they are much more likely to be productive contributors to 

society (Birnbaum, 2012). Indeed, an emancipatory approach to welfare, such as UBI, is 

more likely than systems like UC to foster positive societal contributions that extend beyond 

paid labour. This is because those who would normally claim welfare would not have to 

spend so much time and effort proving their poverty or deservingness, thus freeing up the 

time and mental capacity to engage in genuinely rewarding activities, both for the individual 

and society.  

I shall now identify a transient moral charge against UBI. This moral judgement both 

underpins UC and is often levied as a knock rebuttal against UBI, namely: those who choose 

not to work should not get ‘something for nothing’. This normative commitment is 

grounded in a reciprocity argument according to which: a conception of cooperative justice 

holds that it is unfair (exploitative) to live off of benefits funded by the taxes of working 

people without ‘contributing’ too (Van Parijs and Vandeborght, 2017). Given that British 

public attitudes towards welfare recipients have tended to align with this point of view, as 

well as the strong moral charge of injustice levelled at the UBI (BSA, 2017), this is an 

argument I take very seriously. 

An attractive aspect of UBI is that it recognises our equal standing as persons within a 

society due to its universality. Indeed, a commitment to recognising the equal standing of 

your interlocutors is essential for a healthy moral community (Wallace, 2010). This 

commitment also provides normative justification for the realisation of rights, recognising 

that all persons are entitled to the same basic protections and freedoms. However, this 

same recognition gives rise to the reciprocity argument. If I am content in taking (i.e., 

receiving tax-funded benefits) without giving (i.e., being employed and therefore paying 

taxes), it is surely unreasonable for me to expect to be treated as an equal, when I am failing 

to treat those who actually pay taxes as such. This is injurious to the social community and 
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thus should not be a value on which to ground the welfare state. Or, at least, so the 

argument goes. 

Taking inspiration from Van Parijs (2017) and Standing (2019), I contend that this 

objection ignores the fact that our collective wealth is largely due to the work undertaken 

by the generations that came before us and is thus a form of ‘public inheritance’. It is society 

as a whole, including those who came before us, who generate wealth. This means that no 

one person or group of persons has an advance claim to it. The corollary is that we – 

members of this society – all have an equal claim to it. This is because the productivity of 

our society comes not just from paid labour, but the strong social infrastructure largely 

created outside of paid employment, including culture, relationships, and education – 

indeed, also through social care work. It is, of course, challenging to know how much these 

social apparatuses have each contributed to the overall wealth of the UK. Equally, then, it 

seems difficult to decide how much paid employment has contributed, given its 

interconnectedness with the other facets of social life. In other words, paid employment 

plays just a part in the overall generation of societal wealth. It is also incredibly difficult to 

track an individual’s contribution to the generation of wealth, because salary (and thus, how 

much tax one pays) is a notoriously inaccurate way of estimating this.  

As I argued in section 2, much unpaid productive work supports wealth creation in 

society. So, even the unemployed ‘scroungers’ have a role to play. Indeed, living within a 

society and upholding its stability is sufficient for contribution (Henderson, 2017). A society 

is the sum of the efforts of all its members, past and present, which thus justifies everyone’s 

equal share in its surplus. A UBI would represent a fair distribution of collective resources by 

virtue of one’s existence within a complex society that generates wealth in various ways, 

beyond just income. As Birnbaum (2012, p.93) puts it, one way of understanding the moral 

basis for UBI is to see it as a form of ‘pre-distribution’, allocating a fair and equal share of a 

collective public inheritance to all those in the inherited society. 

This rejects the reciprocity objection on the grounds that it is incorrect to claim that 

one’s ‘contribution’ (earning an income) is analogous to generating wealth in society. 

Incomes largely represent the shuffling around of previously generated wealth, with the 
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productivity of all (paid or unpaid) present-day workers adding to the collective wealth (or 

lack thereof) the successive generation will inherit.  

The obvious response to the line of argument I have presented so far is perhaps what 

some are actually trying to get at when charging UBI with the reciprocity objection, that is to 

say: if everyone followed the preferences of those unwilling-to-work, this would cause a 

mass opting-out of labour and there would be no income to tax, which in turn would make 

UBI completely unsustainable. This objection could be reformulated thus: UBI’s lack of 

conditionality does not adequately incentivise labour. This is a practical concern that I will 

address in the following section. 

In sum, I have shown that the reciprocity objection fails because it assumes that the 

income of those in employment is wealth that they themselves generated. In fact, we are 

the inheritors of and contributors to centuries of wealth creation and accumulation, which 

no one person or group has a prior claim over. Family inheritance, for example, is not 

contested anywhere near as much as the concept of unemployed able-bodied welfare 

claimants, yet this epitomises the ‘something-for-nothing’ argument and exacerbates far 

greater inequality. 

1. Would We Starve? 

Van Parijs and Vanderborght (2017) advocate for a UBI that is paid at the ‘highest 

sustainable level’. This implies that they would not support a UBI that had deleterious 

effects on the labour market and the requisite tax base needed to fund it. Given this, how 

can any unconditional scheme (which, as suggested in the previous section, might not 

adequately incentivise labour) be sustainable if swathes of people decided to pursue unpaid 

activities instead of paid (hence taxable) employment? It is important to note that there is 

no fool proof way to know how the labour market would respond to UBI. It is highly context-

specific and we would need pilot schemes to outline predictable effects in different 

contexts. Thus, my comments here are speculative, although they are firmly grounded in 

this project of linking abstract ideas with political reality. 
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The objection takes paid labour to be significantly more valuable than other forms of 

social contribution. Contribution, in this sense, should involve informal care, political 

activity, cultural engagement, education and so on. These types of activities are often 

prohibitively time-consuming for those in full time employment or looking for employment 

full time, as many are required to do on UC. A UBI gives people the benefit of time. UBI 

would not disincentivise people to work like UC does, because with UBI there is always an 

incentive to top up, precisely because it does not claim a position on the nature of work. It 

simply broadens the scope of work, so that more people are remunerated for contributing 

to society in caring, creative ways. The real ability to be able to choose how to invest one’s 

time is central to a conception of UBI based on emancipatory distributive justice. Only UBI 

can provide this real freedom, as one’s basic income provides basic security regardless of 

how one chooses to contribute back to society. Unlike UC, the choice is left to each citizen, 

not shaped by government policy.  

This is all well and good, my opponent would say, but what would actually happen to 

society if everyone decided to do whatever interested them? Who would feed us? The 

answer is clear: it would clearly be devastating if everyone quit their jobs to become jazz 

musicians. We would be without food in our supermarkets, let alone anyone to stock the 

shelves; our rubbish would never be collected; our WiFi would not get fixed – it would likely 

devastate us.What seems to be at issue here is that defenders of UBI, with their 

commitment to neutrality, cannot support any scheme which emphasises the preferability 

of paid employment, yet to fail to do so runs the risk of decimating the tax base that would 

support this very scheme, and hence the risk of catastrophe at large. This leaves defenders 

of UBI in a difficult situation. We must, therefore, see whether this reflects a realistic 

interpretation of current evidence. 

Before we begin disentangling this, it is important to note that the results of various 

UBI-like schemes around the world are poor bases from which to draw conclusions about 

what would happen to the workforce if UBI was introduced. This is because most trials are 

time-limited, and this limit is clear to the participants. Thus, when we do not see 

participants’ employment levels drop, that could be easily explained by a desire not to 

scupper career prospects after the trial ended. And yet, recent analysis of the first year of 
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Stockton, California’s privately-funded UBI trial has shown some impressive results. Full-

time employment amongst recipients went up by 12%, compared to the control group’s 5% 

(Lowrey, 2021). Though they do add to the evidence that giving people money does not ipso 

facto ‘make people lazy’ (see Thompson, 2018), these results suffer the same 

methodological problems as other trials (since it is hard to base long-term predictions on 

short-term trials I thus cannot use them to infer that UBI would not cause a labour 

shortage.  

To counter this objection, I want to explore in more detail the political situation we 

are currently in, turning to the USA as our point of analysis, given the UK’s overall 

employment outlook is relatively similar. There, we are witnessing something similar to 

what this objection is concerned about. With many of the US’s labour force receiving 

stimulus checks and unemployment insurance to stay afloat during the pandemic, many 

people are not going back to the jobs they lost or left because of COVID-19. Just one in 15 

job openings are being filled (Wall Street Journal, 2021). Instead of one million people 

returning to work in April 2021, as estimated, just 266,000 entered employment that month 

(Winck & Hoff, 2021). That is under 75% less than the predicted figure, showing the US’s 

labour crisis is real. As should be clear by now, peoples’ reasons for working (or not working) 

are varied and complex. Low wages that do not reflect inflation have been a problem in the 

US for decades, but the pandemic has made people reconsider their priorities. Childcare, 

health, time with loved ones, the possibility of flexible remote work, and time away from 

miserable work have all contributed to many people’s decision to not return to work, even 

though most do not make more money on unemployment than they did in their most recent 

jobs (Spiggle, 2021). 

What does this mean? It is too early to glean any major insights, just now. But we can 

already see how employers are reacting to low uptake for advertised jobs. Certain 

McDonald’s restaurants are offering free iPhones to staff who stay for six months, whereas 

others are offering applicants $50 just for turning up to interviews (Dean, 2021). Chipotle is 

offering staff debt-free degree options and Taco Bell has expanded vacation and parental 

leave, all in an effort to attract and retain staff (Meisenzahl, 2021). These examples are, of 

course, not conclusive, but they suggest that workers have more bargaining power than 
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they did pre-pandemic. Mass staff shortages have forced employers to make their jobs more 

attractive. In short, I think that this is likely what would happen if we suddenly all decided to 

be jazz musicians funded via UBI. 

We have good reason to think that at least a significant amount of these new jazz 

musicians would want to take on newly-improved, more attractive jobs, at least to enough 

of an extent such as not to cause mass starvation. This is because living on UBI, at least as 

conceived by its main proponents, alone does not mean you could buy that saxophone you 

wanted to play jazz. People have multiple things they want to do or buy to help pursue their 

conception of good life all at once. You could be a passionate jazz musician, whilst also 

wanting a nice car that has seat warmers and Bluetooth, so you can be motivated to seek 

out a job (but the job has to be appealing enough to take you away from your jazz practice) 

that will enable you to have that. There will, undeniably, be those who will want to become 

fully absorbed in their jazz music, or any other hobby or passion. But it would not be a 

significant enough proportion to disrupt the entire supply chain of essential services, if 

employers respond rationally to market forces like we have seen recently in the US.  

Money is instrumentally valuable to a lot of people – that is, after all, what UBI is 

centred upon. Indeed, many jobs will coincide with people’s vocation, or at least provide a 

means to pursue it or another significant interest (like building a model train set, or 

collecting rare jazz records), particularly when employers will be forced to make jobs 

attractive enough for people to actually choose to take them. It is also important to note 

that even in service industry jobs, which is an industry struggling to entice people to join, 

there are careers which align with people’s interests and vocations. Any discussion with a 

Michelin-star chef will tell you that what they do is their art. A McDonald’s employee is 

unlikely to say the same thing, so McDonald’s ought to think of ways to make that work 

worthwhile for their employees. 

It is thus important to emphasise that food, shelter, security, and general wellbeing, 

are not synonymous with hobbies, passions, interests, or vocation. What that means is work 

should not only afford you those baseline needs. A UBI goes some way to securing those 

needs for everyone, but it does not mean that it will satisfy everyone’s personal interests to 



48 

 

an extent that all of us will find it instrumentally useful or self-enriching on its own. For 

most, it will not be enough to enable us to pursue our fullest conception of the good life.  

All of this is to say that a transition to UBI might be messy. We could see a sharp 

decrease in the amount of people willing to work unfulfilling or low-wage jobs. My hope 

would be that any government planning on introducing it would allow employers to 

negotiate with their employees before a UBI was implemented, to mitigate against a labour 

shortage in key roles. Similarly, feasibility concerns mean that even in a government that 

fully supports a UBI, its initial introduction could not be high enough to provide high levels 

of support, as a country would have to transition as it took apart existing systems and 

redirected that income to UBI. A UBI would, at first, be supplementary to other social 

welfare supports and services (see Birnbaum, 2012, p.171-204). Thus, the risk of a country-

wide labour shortage remains low when UBI is not sufficient for most people to fulfil their 

multiple desires. If this did happen, we could put it down more to poor governance than UBI 

itself.  

1. Political Feasibility in the UK 

This final section will briefly consider whether the case I have presented for UBI is 

sufficient to warrant its immediate implementation. I will argue that, given the COVID-19 

pandemic, the political will is likely insufficient. However, the stage is well set for a 

meaningful public debate on the issue. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has seen the highest government borrowing figure outside of 

wartime (King, 2020). After a decade of austerity, it seems inevitable that post-COVID-19 

governance will involve more major spending cuts. This will make the prospect of 

implementing UBI very slim, for now at least. This is compounded by the fact that the rollout 

of UC, which has cost far more time and money than it was meant to, will mean political will 

for another upheaval of the welfare system will be weak. In saying this, the welfare reforms 

that followed World War Two were seen as radical, yet the collective experience of crises 

made its support particularly salient. This appetite for change is something we could 

possibly see with the pandemic. 



49 

 

There is some evidence that the public has become more receptive to UBI since the 

pandemic began (Nettle, 2020). This is worth taking advantage of. Rather than forcing UBI to 

the top of the political agenda, proponents should push for open public debate about the 

issue. Public sentiments alone are not sufficient to answer questions about whether the 

government ought to implement UBI right now, but democratic deliberation is crucial for 

any policy to be legitimate. This can be achieved by making engaging contributions not just 

to the academic literature, but to newspapers, radio and TV shows, social media, and more. 

Relatedly, the sooner proponents act to mobilise public debate around UBI, the more 

successful they will be to tap into the sentiments that are driving the recent support.  

Unfortunately, the political climate at the time of writing paints a bleak future for 

welfare in the UK. The £20-a-week increase in UC payments that was introduced over the 

pandemic to help the country’s worst off avoid economic catastrophe will be cut at the 

beginning of October 2021, which the Joseph Rowntree Foundation estimates will lead to an 

income loss of over £1,000 for millions of households (BBC, 2021). The government’s 

decision comes in spite of calls from every angle to stop the inevitable devastation this will 

cause. Furthermore, a recent article in the Big Issue outlined how the DWP had done ‘no 

serious analysis’ of how UBI could work in the UK, despite flatly rejecting it by referencing 

biased sources (such as Iain Duncan-Smith’s thinktank, who I quoted earlier, and was the 

minister who created UC) (Geraghty, 2021). The government’s refusal to engage with this 

concept is made even more stark when we recognise that both the Welsh and Scottish 

governments have advocated for their own (U)BI trials, highlighting the growing political 

desire to do welfare differently. If these trends continue and support for UBI (or, at least, a 

different, more ethical approach to welfare) keeps growing, I wonder if UC will really end up 

being the hill the government wants to die on. 

Many citizens have now experienced livelihoods defined by insecurity and uncertainty 

during the pandemic. The number of UC claimants has doubled from pre-pandemic levels 

(DWP, 2020). People who previously considered themselves well-off have been forced into 

the precariat due to the wide-ranging effects of lockdown. This flirt with insecurity could be 

prompting the public to reconsider what a welfare system ought to do and express. Indeed, 

this – democratic deliberation – is the only way to create the conditions to implement a 
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successful and legitimate UBI scheme. Taking care to be explicit about the definitions and 

distinctions that make a UBI credible is vital to ensuring rational and clear public debates. 

This essay, I hope, is a contribution towards that. 

1. Conclusion 

To conclude, I have argued that UBI provides strong moral (in its emancipatory and 

distributive nature) and practical reasons (in its ability to recognise all work as valuable) in 

favour of its implementations. This essay has been situated within the context of the UK 

and, in light of the pandemic, I have argued that proponents of UBI should use the 

sentiments of the crisis to further its political legitimacy via democratic deliberations and 

public discourse. 
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Does the Climate Crisis Justify Authoritarian Socialism? 

Emily Wright 

I. Introduction 

“System change, not climate change!” was the cry of millions of climate strikers in 

2019 (Taylor, Watts & Bartlett, 2019). The phrase has become so commonplace at any 

environmental protest that it seems revolution is no longer the mere prerogative of reading 

groups and failed historic experiments. Even in the political mainstream, the 

acknowledgement that free market capitalism has no solution to the climate crisis is 

widespread, from the release of Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything in 2014 to the 

‘Green New Deal’ in recent party manifestos (McTernan, 2020). For many, the failure of 

capitalism and the need for system change points to the adoption of some form of socialism 

as the solution, to save our burning planet. But assuming that this is true, we must still ask 

ourselves: what kind of socialism should we adopt?18 

Any acceptable answer to this question must pay attention to the history of socialism. 

In fact, given the need for internationalism, coordination and haste, a socialist response to 

climate change must answer questions which have perplexed the history of socialism since 

the First International Working Men’s Association of 1864-76, established to unite various 

socialist groups in action (Eckhardt, 2016). Viewed through their contemporary application 

to climate justice, the disagreements at the International are not merely of intellectual 

curiosity but are of pressing practical importance. The differences of opinion aired by these 

nineteenth-century socialists may be described as a debate between authoritarian and 

libertarian forms of socialism (p.420). Therefore, in this essay, I ask whether the climate 

crisis justifies an authoritarian socialist response. I define socialism as any doctrine generally 

characterised by the maxim, ‘from each according to his ability, to each according to his 

needs’.19 Socialism is best understood in opposition to capitalism, as the rejection of its free 

market and profit motive, and the promotion of workers’ control (at least indirectly, through 

 
18 This essay takes it as given that capitalism is destroying the planet, and that the solution to the climate 

problem is some form of socialism. See (Klein, 2014) and (Kovel, 2007). 
19 The slogan was popularised in (Marx, 1970, part i). 
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a workers’ party or state). In the interests of focusing on revolutionary socialist projects, this 

essay will not discuss the ‘democratic socialism’ characteristic of many leftwing parties 

today, nor will it discuss specific historical phenomena such as Stalinism (although its 

emergence out of Leninist thought is worth noting). Instead, I will look at the broader 

character of authoritarian and libertarian revolutionary socialist projects.  

By ‘authoritarian socialism’ (hereafter AS) I mean a socialist state (or super-state 

which is hierarchical and centralised, where orders are delivered top-down from an 

executive to be implemented by lower-level directors. The driving force of this state is the 

vanguard party, the self-selected minority whose vision is implemented forcefully upon 

society through the vehicle of the state. The AS project is usually understood in the context 

of an international state system, but it may equally take the form of a ‘world state’ where an 

international state-like authority has similar powers. In contrast, I characterise ‘libertarian 

socialism’ (hereafter LS) as a system with a horizontal and decentralised structure, based on 

free association, where decisions are made by citizens through mass assemblies, workplace 

meetings, co-operatives, and communes. Larger scale coordination (nationally or 

internationally) makes use of federations or networks, without a central executive. 

Decisions at all levels tend towards deliberative democracy, rather than towards the 

violence and threat characteristic of AS, as the focus of LS is on consensus rather than 

forcing others to submit to the central executive’s decisions. Many forms of socialism will of 

course fall somewhere between AS and LS; nevertheless, most can be characterised loosely 

as one or the other. In the essay I discuss AS and LS on both an international and a national 

scale. Climate change necessitates an internationally coordinated response, either through a 

state-like entity (AS), or decentralised federations and networks (LS). However, certain 

threats like simplification manifest themselves more commonly or noticeably at the state 

level, meaning that my discussion of such threats tends to focus on the national scale.20 

To decide whether AS is justified, I will assess it according to three desiderata of a 

socialist response to the climate crisis. The first, which I call the ‘classless desideratum’, 

requires that the response establishes an egalitarian and classless society in terms of 

 
20 In other words, an LS-style federation of AS-type states will not overcome the weaknesses of AS, as will 

become clear. 
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wealth, where resources are distributed evenly and where nobody can profit financially 

from exploiting the labour of others.21 The classless desideratum is essential to the response 

being socialist in nature. The second, the ‘socialist future desideratum’, requires that it be 

reasonably believed that the response will secure its eventual goal: a stateless communist 

society based on association and free development, as envisioned by socialists of all stripes, 

from Marxists to anarchists (Marx & Engels, 1969).22 The third, the ‘climate desideratum’, 

requires that it be reasonably believed that the response will successfully avert the climate 

crisis. Specifically, this means keeping global warming to a maximum of 1.5°C above pre-

industrial levels by 2030, the level at which the worst of the climate crisis may be avoided; 

according to the IPCC, this means a 45% reduction of carbon emissions compared with 

present emission levels (Watts, 2018). Note that I deliberately avoid requiring that a socialist 

response will lead to a stateless communist society, or that it will successfully combat the 

climate crisis, since we can never be completely certain of these consequences; for this 

reason I moderate these desiderata with the requirement that it be reasonably believed 

that such outcomes will occur.23 Taken together, then, these three desiderata must be 

fulfilled by an AS response for it to be justified.24  

In this essay, I argue that the climate crisis does not justify an AS response because AS 

fails to meet the socialist future and climate desiderata. To this end, I begin by considering 

why someone may think AS is justified according to the climate desideratum, given the need 

to coordinate and plan on a mass scale (nationally and internationally) and to simplify 

complex decision making. I challenge this defence of AS by arguing that its hierarchical 

character perpetuates the logic of environmental damage, and that authoritarian state 

simplification is a socially and environmentally destructive approach to complexity, since it 

fails to respect nature’s capacity for self-ordering and creativity – a respect crucial to healing 

 
21 Such a society must be egalitarian in terms of wealth, but does not preclude inequalities in power. These 

may plausibly remain, for example where they are justified by governance structures. 
22 For Marx and Engels, a completely classless society was a stateless society, since the socialist state 

perpetuates class rule (by the proletariat). However, this essay uses ‘classless’ to refer to wealth equality and 
the end to capitalist property relations. 
23 That is, a reasonable inquirer, after weighing up the evidence, would think that the response would lead to 

these consequences. 
24 That is, for AS to be justified pro tanto. This essay does not discuss how we should choose between LS and 

AS where both meet the desiderata, or where one minimally meets the desiderata and the other meets them 
confidently.  



59 

 

our relationship with the environment. For these reasons, I argue AS fails to meet the 

climate desideratum, a failure which is due in part to a second failure: AS cannot cultivate a 

sufficiently empowered, self-directing and creative citizenry to fulfil both the climate 

desideratum and the socialist future desideratum. Given that AS cannot meet these two 

desiderata, I suggest some reasons to think an LS response might be more promising, 

particularly in avoiding some of AS’s more destructive features. Following from this 

argument, I anticipate a possible objection: even with these problems, AS seems a simpler 

and more elegant solution to an urgent problem. I diagnose this erroneous faith in AS as 

symptomatic of a wider problem: the tendency to see order purely aesthetically, rather than 

in working terms. To think of society and ecology in simplified aesthetic terms is another 

manifestation of hierarchical thinking, and a denial of complexity. Finally, I will consider 

another possible objection: unlike LS, AS can be expected to meet the classless desideratum, 

the most important desideratum for a socialist response; indeed, the other desiderata 

should fall into place following the success of the first. In response, I question both AS’s 

ability to secure classless society against internal threat, and the value of a classless society 

that cannot provide the socialist future or avert the climate crisis. 

II. Why Might the Climate Crisis Justify Authoritarian Socialism? 

There are several reasons why one might think the climate crisis justifies 

implementing AS. Intuitively, AS may seem able to meet the climate desideratum in a way LS 

cannot. Firstly, the nature of the crisis requires a coordinated response. The scale of climate 

change means that responses cannot be local or isolated; we cannot afford to leave 

communities to make their own decisions on climate action, especially when these choices 

affect everyone when it comes to averting climate catastrophe.25 Moreover, it may be 

impossible to reduce our emissions without relying on others. Joel Kovel (2007) makes this 

argument against bioregionalism, an approach centered on the action of each self-sufficient 

community grounded in the local environment (pp.191-192).26 Whilst Kovel supports 

bioregionalism’s emphasis on land-people relationships, he argues that its requirement of 

 
25 By extension, this may justify a socialist world state. 
26 Examples of bioregions include the Great Plains and New England, but bioregion size depends on ecosystem 

scale. 
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self-sufficiency is counterproductive. Given the extremely variable distribution of natural 

resources, some ‘bioregions’ would necessarily resort to non-renewable energy sources to 

support themselves, thus threatening the environmental project of reducing carbon 

emissions (pp.191-194). Any effective environmental response must therefore deal with the 

reality of interdependence, linking local efforts together into a wider project (p.167). In 

today’s political world, cross-regional action is typically coordinated by the state, which is 

then subject to the authority of supra-state organisations, most importantly the United 

Nations. Consequently, those who defend AS might do so because coordinating through the 

state is a practical necessity if we wish to achieve results now. The assumed need for the 

state may be supported by Marx’s claim that early socialism must be dealt with ‘as it 

emerges from capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, economically, morally, and 

intellectually, still stamped with the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb it 

emerges’ (Marx, 1970, part i).27 The claim can be invoked to support conventional modes of 

coordination: since we are used to coordinating on a national and international scale by way 

of the state, we should not rush into new and smaller-scale experimental political structures 

when citizens and institutional structures are not yet ready to tackle the challenge before 

us. Further, given the urgent, irreversible nature of climate change and the absence of 

second chances, it may be argued that the authoritarian conventions of coordination are 

preferable, as their sheer persistence (for example, as nation states) suggests they are more 

likely to work than some merely theoretical alternative.  

Secondly, one might argue that AS is necessary to secure compliance, because a 

central authority would have the executive power to sanction non-compliance and defend 

the new green socialist regime from reactionary forces or foreign hostile states, at both the 

national and supranational level. The argument here is perhaps best expressed by Lenin 

(1969) in State and Revolution, where he argues that successfully establishing socialism 

requires us to ‘temporarily make use of the instruments, resources, and methods of state 

power against the exploiters’ (ch.4). Though in theory this authoritarian state is required 

only temporarily, a powerful and centralised coercive force may well be justified for as long 

 
27 It is for these reasons that we cannot expect the immediate abolishment of, for example, wage labour based 

on contribution.  
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as is necessary to sustain an effective climate response against the threat of counter-

revolution.  

Finally, the scale of such an action and the diversity of actors involved make it a highly 

complex project. Whilst direct democracy may be appropriate to solve community 

differences on the local level, international climate action has neither the time nor the 

capacity for everyone to have their own say. Coordination, it may then be argued, requires a 

more representative, less deliberative form of democracy with a hierarchical decision-

making structure. Without this, there is a danger that climate action will never be taken, 

since decisions cannot be simplified for those making them; people’s everyday lives would 

be dominated by endless democratic engagement, diminishing their time to execute these 

ambitious projects. Indeed, if every decision were made and sanctioned at every level of 

governance (from the supranational to the local level), the project would not only be 

overwhelming but impracticable in terms of time and organisational capacity. Hierarchy 

thus simplifies decision-making processes by ensuring that all and only the appropriate 

decisions (as deemed by leaders) are taken at any given level.  

Moreover, hierarchical centralization helps simplify policy implementation by making 

it more uniform. Uniformity of policy and practice has the added advantage of making it 

easier to plan targets, track their progress, and enforce them – to use James C. Scott’s term, 

to make a society which is ‘legible’ to regime decision-makers and administrators, especially 

at the top level (Scott, 1998, pp.2-3). Similarly, for many socialists, arguments in favour of 

hierarchy, centralisation, and simplification are particularly attractive because they provide 

the basis for instigating a planned economy, which is often emphasised by socialists as the 

proper means of economic management. Without going as far as that, one can appreciate 

that much of capitalism’s ecological harms are the result of under-regulation, which 

suggests that we desperately require an orderly economic plan with clear direction (Klein, 

2014, pp.64-160). For example, the International Marxist Tendency’s (2020) climate policy 

demands that we ‘bring these companies and industries under common ownership and 

democratic control, as part of a rational, socialist plan of production’, if we are to have an 

economy geared towards addressing social and environmental needs. We can therefore 



62 

 

understand why some climate-conscious socialists envisage top-down climate directives, 

implemented in accord with a clear, unified and centralised strategy.  

 

In summary, then, there are several reasons one might argue that AS is justified in 

combatting climate change. AS would be justified, supposedly, by its ability to meet the 

climate desideratum, given its superior capacity to coordinate ecological efforts, ensure 

compliance, defend socialism from opponents, make decision-making more effective, and 

directly institute and regiment a green economy. 

III. Why Authoritarian Socialism is Not Justified 

Although there may be intuitive appeal in the arguments above, they fail to genuinely 

justify AS responses to the climate crisis. This is for two important reasons: AS’s hierarchical 

tendencies risk subjugating nature and undermining its self-regulation, and its simplifying 

tendencies ignore nature’s complexity and disempower communities. Before discussing 

these in turn, it is worth noting that these arguments (and this paper) rely on an 

understanding of the environment as a complex system. Complex systems are systems 

involving multiple interactions between many different components. For example, we can 

see that rainfall affects plant growth, which in turn affects plants’ transpiration of moisture 

back into the atmosphere. That moisture forms clouds, affecting solar radiation which helps 

plants grow and changes temperatures, further affecting rainfall and climate (Rind, 1999, 

pp.105-107). Complex systems exhibit emergent properties, features which belong to the 

whole but not to component parts (Domenico et al, 2019, p.6). In the case of the 

environment, self-organisation is an important emergent property which gives the 

ecosystem a kind of intelligence that its constituent plants, animals and physical features 

lack. Consequences of intervening in the ecosystem can therefore be unpredictable, 

especially when its complexity is not properly considered. For example, national mass tree-

planting initiatives in China have led to a shortage of groundwater and a disruption to the 

water cycle, creating problems for other plant and animal life, as well as increasing water 

scarcity for humans (Zhang, 2020). Thus, any approach that has a chance of meeting the 

climate desideratum must be highly sensitive to and respectful of the environment’s 
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complex self-ordering. However, AS’s hierarchical and simplifiying tendencies are at odds 

with such an approach. 

 

Hierarchy  

The logic of hierarchy is a key factor in perpetuating the climate crisis, which means 

that any response meeting the climate desideratum would need to challenge hierarchical 

relationships. In The Ecology of Freedom, Murray Bookchin (1982) argues that ‘the very 

notion of the domination of nature by man stems from the very real domination of human 

by human’ (p.6). In other words, whilst domination of any form persists in society, nature 

may continue to be dominated by that society, since the underlying relationship of 

domination is not confronted: if we maintain social structures that entail and require 

hierarchy, defined as ‘systems of obedience and command’, we are in danger of viewing the 

environment as just another subject to be commanded (pp.7-8). Bookchin emphasises that 

hierarchy does not disappear in a classless socialist society; domination may take other 

forms, such as bureaucrats dominating the ‘masses’ (p.8). To explain why relations of 

domination between humans and the domination of humans over nature go hand in hand, it 

is useful to think about domination as a mind-body dualism. Just as hierarchy may be 

justified by the logic of a ‘brain’ of the organisation (the top decision-maker) commanding a 

‘body’ of subordinates who implement and follow its policies, the domination of humans 

over nature is justified as the domination of the thinking over the unthinking. Yet this denial 

of nature’s subjectivity, this idea of nature as a passive object, is the very same logic at work 

in human oppression: women are deemed irrational birth-givers, indigenous people are 

seen as part of an uncivilised nature to be colonised, non-white peoples are considered less 

‘developed’. In all these cases, domination is justified when its object is characterised as an 

unthinking body: passive, unintelligent, and close to nature. In Bookchin’s terms, then, the 

denial of natural ‘subjectivity’ is intertwined with the denial of the subjectivity of other 

humans (p.206). By perpetuating the logic of hierarchy, AS justifies the continuing 

subjugation of nature, which must be overcome to develop genuine respect for the natural 

world. At the same time, the continued subjugation of nature makes possible continued 

relationships of domination amongst humans. 
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Moreover, there is good reason to think this logic might be more damaging in a 

socialist society. In a capitalist society, hierarchical relationships are painfully clear through 

their manifestation in social, political, and economic inequalities, whereas, in a classless 

socialist society, the existence of hierarchical relationships between presumed ‘equals’ gives 

an impression that they are unproblematic and unchallengeable. It is thus likely that the 

treatment of nature as a passive subordinate would continue, so we would fail to develop 

the necessary respect for nature’s complex self-ordering. Instead, a hierarchical relationship 

with nature perpetuates our thinking of it as a mere ‘resource’ which we can continue to 

plunder, so long as we reduce disruption and hazard to humanity (Bookchin, 1982, p.20). 

Bookchin’s critique implies that we have no hope of meeting the climate desideratum 

without organising ourselves in non-hierarchical ways, pursuing a ‘reharmonization of 

nature and humanity through a reharmonization of human with human’ instead (p.13). In 

practice, this means a ‘non-authoritarian Commune composed of communes’ which are 

directly democratic, decentralised, and self-empowered (p.7).28 The AS proponent might 

argue that such a model cannot work beyond the local level. But regardless of LS’s ability to 

meet the climate desideratum, its alternative does no better in commanding such 

confidence. AS’s retention and naturalisation of hierarchical thinking leaves open the danger 

that nature will be subjugated by humans, its complex self-organisation disregarded. I argue, 

then, that AS would not be justified in response to the climate crisis. Its hierarchical 

character prevents it from meeting the climate desideratum. Though the reader may not yet 

be fully convinced of this, the following section will lend further credibility to this critique. 

Simplification 

A second and related reason AS cannot be justified is due to the state simplification it 

entails. Arguments for AS that appeal to simplified decision-making and policy 

implementation through central planning fail because it is this very simplification and 

‘rationalisation’ which endangers the natural world. An excellent illustration of this point is 

James C. Scott’s analysis of European ‘fiscal forestry’ (1998, p.11-22). Scott explains that 

early modern planners saw the forests in terms of potential revenue, rather than being 

 
28 And by extension, on the international level, a commune of these communes of communes. 
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valuable in themselves, as forests. For this reason, fiscal plans had no space for the bushes, 

shrubs, grasses, and lichens which could not generate revenue (p.13). After categorising the 

flora and fauna in terms of revenue, planners could choose which seeds to plant, when to 

plant them, and so on, making a forest that was more legible – easier to ‘count, manipulate, 

measure, and assess’ (p.15). The immediate success of German forestry was in its 

elimination of environmental variables, making the forests more predictable and, therefore, 

easier to control. But this was also its downfall. The ‘Waldsterben’ (forest death) which later 

occurred was a direct result of eco-systemic disruption: the clearing of the forest floor 

greatly reduced the diversity of birds, insects, and mammal populations which were 

necessary to soil-building processes; the clearing of decaying matter reduced the soil 

nutrition; and the loss of some fauna resulted in disproportionate amounts of pests whose 

numbers would normally be controlled by predators (p.20). Thus, the authoritarian logic of 

simplification destroyed the natural environment.  

Therefore, contrary to AS logic, the complexity of the climate crisis does not mean that 

we should ‘simplify’ our response – rather, the environment is too complex to be simplified 

for predictable outcomes. AS’s central planning cannot adequately attend to complexity, 

resulting in unconsidered disasters. The argument here mirrors the above critique of 

hierarchy, since state simplification is a specific form of domination. Yet it presents its own 

dangers for the environment. State simplification’s logics of rationalising, controlling, and 

making uniform are at odds with protecting nature. The central planning of authoritarian 

directors systematically ignores the underlying processes and complexity of ecosystems, the 

considerations of which are crucial to ecological wellbeing.  

The argument against simplification shows that AS fails to meet the climate 

desideratum. But it equally exposes the failure of AS to meet the socialist future 

desideratum. Scott sees fiscal forestry as a metaphor for social simplification too, in which 

there are ‘dangers of dismembering an exceptionally complex and poorly understood set of 

relations and processes in order to isolate a single element of instrumental value’ (p.21). 

Given the bureaucracy the state needs to centralise and uniformise, it is easy to see how 

under AS, humans would become ‘human resources’, interchangeable like the trees in a 

European forest, defined in terms of licenses, tests, records, and contracts (Bookchin, 1982, 
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pp. 20, 102-103). There is no need to consider bureaucracy as inherently authoritarian to 

see the dangers of a highly bureaucratic state.  

 

Arguably the most sinister aspect of state simplification of society is its threat to 

human spontaneity. When the responsibilities of democratic participation and governance 

are absent, there is a real danger that people will become unable to self-govern and think 

creatively (Boyte, 2013, p.2). At the very least, they lack confidence in their hitherto 

unpracticed democratic capabilities. Under an AS regime, like Scott’s forest planners, the 

state sees these creative functions as superfluous and thus makes no efforts to cultivate 

them; it may even suppress them, believing an unthinking population to be better at 

carrying out directives. Scott’s analysis of Leninist ‘discipline’ serves as a good example for 

this: when political activity is simplified through the hierarchical party structure, politics 

‘miraculously disappears from within the revolutionary ranks’ (Scott, 1998, p.152). Yet it is 

the very political spontaneity feared by Lenin which is so essential to revolutionary change. 

The revolution cannot hope to fulfil the socialist future desideratum if people cannot think 

and govern for themselves. 

AS’s failure to meet the socialist future desideratum is another reason it fails to meet 

the climate desideratum. Facing the climate crisis today, creativity and self-direction have 

never been so important. For one, we must transform our living relationship with nature, a 

task which demands visionary creative thinking. To avoid the errors of authoritarian 

simplification, an ecological future must entrust the development of better relationships 

with nature to the communities for whom it is a home – those with the potential to form a 

real, non-abstract connection to an ecosystem, and a lived understanding of it. The inherent 

diversity and complexity of a thriving natural world cannot be simplified, so efforts must be 

coordinated in a decentralised manner. However, decentralisation requires a responsible, 

creative, and self-directing population, not the passive and unconfident ‘masses’ trained in 

subordination by the AS state. Feelings of empowerment gained through active 

participation are particularly important. A growing number of psychologists believe ‘climate 

anxiety’ to be one barrier to effective climate action since, for many citizens, an 

overwhelming sense of dread leads to feelings of paralysis and even climate denial 
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(Ambrose, 2020). These feelings of hopelessness need to be overcome urgently if we are to 

have any chance of saving the planet. But the way to do this is not through absolving most 

of the population of decision-making responsibilities. It is to share decisions and recognise 

the power of local actions when they are coordinated nationally and then globally, through 

networks and federations which unite action without centralising power or issuing executive 

orders. By empowering citizens and building local networks of mutual aid, food provision, 

and biodiverse agriculture, we can build confidence in our power to change our material 

conditions. Whilst the need for ambitious coordinated action remains (for example, in the 

form of mass protests to topple the governments who hinder our climate progress), to leave 

all action until after these monumental events is overly reactive, and puts no networks in 

place from which we can lead effective action. AS cannot cultivate the creativity, self-

direction, and empowerment necessary for meeting the climate and socialist future 

desiderata. Consequently, AS cannot be justified.  

If AS cannot be justified, LS is worth considering – and there are reasons to think it 

might prove more promising. Most obviously, LS’s decentralised structures are more 

resistant to the harms of hierarchy and simplification. Furthermore, LS may actually 

generate more effective responses to the climate crisis. Elinor Ostrom’s work on community 

power suggests that community ownership models can produce more efficient and 

sustainable outcomes, exemplified by complex irrigation management in Nepal (Kaye, 2020, 

p.22). We should also note effective decentralised crisis responses closer to home. In 2019, 

COVID-19 mutual aid groups sprung up in the UK, coordinating through decentralised 

networks to successfully provide people with necessities where the state failed to do so 

(Lynch & Khoo, 2020). Moreover, LS’s emphasis on democracy might make it more 

promising for the climate desideratum. Indigenous groups like the Six Nations (or Iroquois 

Confederacy) have a much more sustainable relationship with the environment; perhaps it 

is no coincidence that they govern in a decentralised and democratic way, without a central 

coercive authority.29 For similar reasons, LS might be more likely to meet the socialist future 

desideratum. Community ownership and active democratic participation must be cultivated 

to enable us to live in a stateless society, since a population with no experience of freely 

 
29 Though this may not be a necessary connection, it is a pattern worth noting. 
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associating and self-governing cannot be expected to know how to do those things. This is 

especially true given the ambitious level of coordination necessary when scaling up to the 

international level for a joint climate response. Even if we maintain a scepticism of LS’s 

ability to meet such challenges, we can be confident that AS will do no better. 

IV. Objection from Elegance 

A proponent of AS may object to my argument on the basis that, despite its 

limitations, AS maintains a clarity and simplicity that LS lacks. Such an argument may invoke 

the wisdom of Occam’s Razor: the simplest explanation is usually the right one. Whilst AS 

may carry some risks as outlined, it remains an elegant solution which looks more 

convincing than the muddle of communities LS seems to envisage. Perhaps the best path 

forward to meeting the climate desideratum (and the socialist future desideratum too) is 

the one which simply looks like it would work – especially in the absence of second chances 

to avert climate catastrophe. 

In response, I would argue that this line of thinking is symptomatic of a misguided 

tendency of AS: to think of order in aesthetic terms, rather than in terms of working, living 

systems. Thus reduced, genuine order gives way to an unrealistic but attractive image. This 

aestheticism is profoundly harmful to the environment and to society; it is yet another area 

in which hierarchy permeates our life, this time in a more psychological sense (Bookchin, 

1982, p.8). Returning to Scott’s example, fiscal forestry was not only a simplification of 

variables: it was modelled after an image of order, to create a forest which looked rational 

and orderly. Hierarchy thus manifests itself in the aesthetic understanding of societal 

structure. However, I would argue that this aestheticism, in turn, further justifies social 

hierarchy. It is true that aesthetically impressive monuments to civilisation, such as the 

pyramids of Giza, are admired for their towering height, perfect geometry, and longevity. 

Yet, authoritarian aestheticism imagines that the pyramids’ strength and power can be 

replicated in a pyramid-shaped society. My claim is that this intuition has no foundations 

other than aesthetic ones; such geometrical simplification shows AS’s disregard for the 

complexity of our social and ecological worlds. This aesthetic, abstracted, and hierarchical 

vision of order jars with working order, which might appear messy from this perspective, but 

is actually self-organising and healthy (compare the biodiversity of a wildflower meadow 
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with a neatly mowed garden). The idea of hierarchical elegance is therefore misleading and 

thus potentially destructive, celebrating the very processes of hierarchy and simplification 

that make it so difficult for AS to meet the climate and socialist future desiderata.  

 

V. Objection from the Classless Desideratum 

Notwithstanding the problems outlined thus far, an AS proponent could still argue 

that AS is justified through its ability to meet the classless desideratum. The AS advocate 

may contend that fulfilling the classless desideratum is most important for a socialist 

response, as this is essential to the success of the socialist project. It is a prerequisite to the 

fulfillment of the socialist future and climate desiderata, which only a socialist society can 

ensure. Given the extreme reductions of wealth inequality recorded in the histories of the 

USSR, China, Cuba and so on, we can be more confident in AS’s potential to meet the 

classless desideratum; in contrast, LS has no guarantee of securing a classless society 

(Novokmet, Piketty & Zucman, 2017). Indeed, LS may lead us to distrust socialist revolution, 

through its failure to realise that, in Slavoj Žižek’s words, ‘every radical change can have the 

unintended consequence of triggering a catastrophe’ (2017, p.440). Assuming, as Žižek does, 

that we can be certain of climate catastrophe without creating a classless socialist society, it 

seems the risk is worth taking. Furthermore, an AS proponent might believe that fulfilling 

the classless desideratum will mean the other two desiderata are taken care of. As Lenin 

(1969) argued, temporary authoritarianism is justified because it alone can defend socialism 

and thus allow for a socialist future later, once the state ‘withers away’ (ch.1). AS would be 

needed to counter not only domestic threats but also external attacks. History advises us to 

expect that any socialist regime would be under assault from foreign powers, meaning that 

AS may be needed to guard against infiltration and conduct effective warfare. 

In response to this objection, I would firstly contest the assumption that AS has a 

superior ability to deal with existential threats. Indeed, internal threats such as civil unrest, 

challenges to leadership, and terrorism are predictable problems for a regime which stifles 

the ideas of its people and disenfranchises them from the decision-making processes. This is 

especially true in today’s world, where foreign powers may wage war indirectly, 
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undermining a regime from the inside. Similarly, the creation of a largely unthinking 

citizenry may bring a greater risk of the influence of ‘counterrevolutionary’ ideas upon those 

unable to challenge them. More concerningly, the thought-control, censorship, and limits on 

political freedoms that AS would have to implement to survive these threats are themselves 

an obstacle to the socialist future desideratum. There is no reason to suppose such a state 

would ‘wither away’ when it has not cultivated an empowered and creative public to take its 

place. Likewise, since addressing the climate crisis necessitates drawing on the collective 

energies and intelligence of the public, the public must be experienced in collective decision 

making. Thus, there is no reason why the climate desideratum would be automatically 

fulfilled. This may be evidenced by the USSR’s shocking environmental record (Scott, 1998, 

p.217). Finally, I do not think it is obvious that the classless desideratum has any value 

without the ability to fulfil the other two desiderata. Lenin’s need to emphasise AS’s 

temporary nature betrays its undesirability; his reassurance of the withering away of the 

state shows that a stateless society is the desired outcome even for the most authoritarian 

of socialists. Without that end point, a classless AS regime loses legitimacy as a socialist 

project, as it cannot hope to bring about the socialist future – or a classless one, given the 

governing-governed distinction. Equally, if AS cannot meet the climate desideratum, it 

cannot offer us any sort of future - socialist or otherwise.  

In summary, AS cannot be justified in virtue of the classless desideratum. Not only 

does AS have no guarantee of resisting threats to classless society but, critically, AS is unable 

to fulfil the socialist future and climate desiderata, without which classless society has little 

value. 

VI. Conclusion 

In this essay, I argued that the climate crisis does not justify AS. Any justified socialist 

response must fulfil the classless, socialist future, and climate desiderata, and AS fails to do 

this. Some may find it intuitive that the climate desideratum requires the coordination, 

compliance, and complex decision-making that only AS can offer. However, AS cannot meet 

the climate desideratum because it perpetuates two underlying logics of environmental 

destruction. The first of these is hierarchy, the legitimisation of actions which subjugate and 

dominate others, including the environment; this logic undermines our efforts to respect 
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the environment’s complex self-regulation. The second logic is simplification, the idea that 

complexity requires measures to centralise and uniformise, reducing difference and 

diversity and limiting the opportunities for democratic decision-making. Simplification is 

harmful because its central planning fails to respect nature’s complexity and background 

processes. Moreover, AS’s simplification means it cannot meet the socialist future 

desideratum either, since it fails to prioritise the cultivation of creativity and self-direction 

which is necessary in a stateless society. The disempowerment of citizens is a further reason 

AS cannot meet the climate desideratum, which requires active participation. I suggested 

that AS’s failures gave us reasons to look to LS instead, and I offered some ideas for why LS 

might prove more promising. I then raised the possible objection that AS is simply a more 

elegant solution which looks like it could work. In response, I argued that such thinking 

reveals a delusional aesthetic understanding of order which perpetuates, and is perpetuated 

by, hierarchical ways of thinking. Finally, I considered the objection that AS, unlike LS, fulfills 

the classless desideratum, a prerequisite to the fulfillment of the socialist future and climate 

desiderata. In response, I questioned AS’s ability to fulfil the classless desideratum. More 

importantly, I argued that there is no reason to think AS would fulfil the other two 

desiderata, without which a classless society has little value. 
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Is Fighting Injustice a Matter of Education? 

Rhys Goddard 

In this essay, I will evaluate Cornel West’s arguments in favour of treating education as 

a means of tackling injustice; his lived commitment to ‘the life of the mind’,30 alongside his 

dedication to serve others and his lifelong commitment to ‘the least of these’,31 land him in 

a uniquely qualified position to reflect on the justice-enhancing qualities of education. West 

is an American philosopher, teacher, activist, and musician. By investigating his richly 

diverse works, I will argue that his vision of the educational interplay between prophetic 

individual and collective organization can provide the best hope for fighting systems of 

catastrophic injustice. The central challenge I will tackle here involves reconstructing West’s 

philosophy of education, because West does not have a central text formalizing this 

educational theory. His philosophical practice is spread across diverse forms of writing, 

speeches, podcasts, and dialogues. As a result, my account will consist of a high degree of 

interpretive analysis. In formalizing a Westian philosophy of education, my argument will 

show that an identifiable common thread emerges through his work: his conception of 

education is multidisciplinary, democratic, and it pertains to the Greek notion of Paideia, 

which involves cultivating the values of wisdom and critical attention. In addition, I will also 

argue that, for West, the educated individual is empathetic and capable of sacrifice, as well 

as aligned with a democratic and prophetic tradition. Having articulated West’s philosophy 

of education, I will assess the strength of the Westian account. I will thus argue that his 

moral and practical visions of education are successfully coupled with a realistic 

hopefulness, in order to help us tackle the stubborn and persistent problems of injustice.  

Grounding Cornel West  

Cornel West emerges from an intersection between ‘radical democracy, prophetic 

 
30 The Brainwaves Video Anthology (2017) Cornel West - Teachers Make a Difference - Martin Kilson. 22 March. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AlV7kyHvVBM&list=FLmgfX9zD0e_I1-jTzTL34tw&index=8 
(Accessed 17/01/2021).  

31  From Matthew 25:40, ‘the least of these’ refers to an overarching archetypal category of any person unfairly 

held in low value due to their ‘lesser’ social or material status. In more direct terms, we might categorize such 
a group as the vulnerable members of a society.   
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Christianity, existentialism, American pragmatism and progressive Marxism’.32 Furthermore, 

the ‘tragic-comic tradition’ of African American Jazz and Blues has had a foundational effect 

in grounding his philosophical project.33 In the face of the ‘US empire’, West reminds us that 

Jazz and Blues music constituted ‘crucial, indispensable counter-hegemonic forces’.34 These 

art forms have kept alive important democratic values like faith, hope, humanity, and 

‘resistance’35
 in the face of the suppressive exclusion of Jim Crow - not to mention the 

genocide of indigenous peoples or foregin imperial conquest. These values are at the heart 

of Westian philosophy and are an obvious indication of the direction of West’s educational 

philosophy, manifested in the ideal self and society he aims to cultivate. As a pragmatist, 

West begins from the philosophical starting point of trying to make sense of the world from 

within an unjust society in which systemic catastrophe36 is prevalent. His philosophical roots 

mean West can be aptly compared to fellow pragmatists, DuBois and Dewey, who share 

similar concerns about systemic injustice. A final notion that ties together West’s 

intellectual project is his connection to a prophetic tradition. In this tradition, individuals use 

speech to bear witness to injustice and then mobilize a community to fight peacefully 

against it. West, above all else, has a deep faith that prophetic individuals can emerge, and 

then struggle against systemic injustice by engaging in Paideia - Paideia being a particular 

form of higher education that formulates well-rounded human excellence.37 By synthesizing 

the social consciousness of a prophetic concern for injustice with the individual 

empowerment of Paideia, a Westian higher education mobilises agents towards organizing 

collective groups in a common democratic good. This process may often be protracted, but 

it can competently fight against the forces of systemic resistance; education can thus help 

fight injustice because it spreads the prophetic process. Across the rest of this essay, I will 

 
32 Jeliński, J. (2014) ‘Nihilism and the Roots of Crisis in American Democracy: A Diagnosis of Cornel West.’ 

Journal of Education, Culture and Society 5(2) p.44. 

33  West, C. (2004) Democracy matters: Winning the Fight against Imperialism, New York: Penguin Press, pp. 

201-219. 

34  West, C. and Buschendorf, C. (2014) Black Prophetic Fire, Boston: Beacon Press, p. 48. 

35  Ibid., pp. 45-47.  

36 In American pragmatist philosophy, it is often said that we start by confronting problems in the world. As 

heavily influenced by the American strain of pragmatism, Westian philosophy builds upon this notion. 
However, West notes that that ‘problem’ isn’t linguistically powerful enough to describe the historical 
trajectory of oppressed groups in the US. Here, ‘catastrophe’ is a much more apt descriptrion, it connotes the 
existential horror and dismay that events, such as the US slave trade, have engendered.  

37 I discuss this in detail later in the essay  
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outline this transformative process in greater detail. 

For West, injustice emerges from socio-economic and political mechanisms that 

oppress particular groups. Such devices undermine these groups’ socio-political affirmation 

and deny them economic empowerment. Whether this is the economic exploitation of 

working-class people by elites, the denigration of African American people via systemic 

modes of exclusion and violence, or the propagation of imperial violence across 

international borders through war, in all of these cases injustice is structural; this emerges 

as a result of systemic economic and racial alignments, with capitalism, patriarchy, and 

White Supremacy at the heart of this logic of oppression. In turn, injustice is reinforced by 

cultural ideologies of ignorance and indifference, so that its propagation results in a fatal 

systemic nihilism38. In this context Nihilism describes a stranglehold of despair, a 

“monumental eclipse of hope” or “unprecedented collapse of Meaning” in lives of the 

oppressed.39 However, Nihilism also crosses social borders: it is felt not just among the 

sufferers of injustice, but also those who stand idly by and those who perpetrate wrongs. 

They are similarly deprived of a sense of hope, change seems impossible, and their own 

ability to act is undermined. Considering this, the possibilities of individual and collective life 

is curtailed by a sense that citizens have no power, and as a result, their lives and actions 

contain no meaning. The inevitable result of this is a spiritual submission that grips most 

citizens in a monolithic vice. If the prevailing social mood becomes resignation, injustice 

reproduces itself because it faces weak opposition, and citizens become alienated from the 

most important democratic values of all: hope and love.40 That same nihilistic malaise 

resigns perpetrators of injustice to ignorance; it allows them to remain blind and 

emotionally detached from the suffering they cause. West invites his readers and listeners 

to struggle against this nihilism by asking himself the following questions: How do we 

materially and spiritually empower the oppressed?41 How can education form democratic 

networks, fostering a collaborative force against the hegemony of empire and capital? How 

do we dissipate nihilism and realistically fight injustice? West has crossed mediums unlike 

 
38 West, C. (2017) Race Matters, Boston: Beacon Press, pp. 33-41.   

39 Ibid., p. 13. 

40 Ibid., p.36  

41 Recalling Robert Owen’s hope to uplift the ‘destitute situation of the poor, half-naked, half-famished, 

untaught and untrained’ -  Owen, R. (1817) New View of Society, Illinois: The Free Press, p.30 



79 

 

most other academic philosophers. I will examine these various works to sketch his 

philosophy, arguing that two conclusions stand front and center. The first is that injustice 

can be fought through a particular type of education, which fosters renewal and rebirth. It 

encourages Socratic questioning and self-examination through Paideia. It aims to foster the 

democratic virtues of empathy and hope, as well as the values of wisdom and reason. This 

educational project is not just a matter of scholarly learning, it is also artistic and spiritual. 

The second Westian proposition pertains to a political project: a cherished commitment to 

rich and deep democracy. Here, the Westian prophetic process creates an interplay 

between prophetic individuals and a democratic community, mobilized towards concerns 

for the ‘least of these’. I will examine these propositions and then map the connections 

West develops between the two. This will allow us to conclude whether fighting injustice is 

a matter of education, a matter of democracy, or a combination between the two. 

A Westian Theory of Education  

So, what in the first place does a Westian education involve? What are its 

properties? As mentioned, the Westian conception of higher education creates a 

conversation between prophetic theology and Greek Aristotelianism. But more 

specifically this is a philosophy of higher education that involves three central 

components:  

1.  Education profoundly challenges an individual’s worldview - they must 

grapple with pain and discomfort. Education starts with the challenge of ego through 

Socratic questioning.  

2.  Education involves a psychological transformation – this is a process of 

death and rebirth, a ‘turning of the soul’.  

3.  Education cultivates the self – it fosters the democratic virtues of kindness, 

empathy and hope. These are brought into deep appreciation with cultivated critical 

attention.  

Here West is building on the concept of Paideia. Paideia is a concept drawn from 

Ancient Greece that describes a high form of education. It is an education in its most ideal 
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sense; it involves ‘the turning of souls’, the ‘formation of attention’.42 The ‘turning of the 

soul’ describes a psychological transformation in which an individual becomes self-conscious 

and redirected towards important virtues. In other words, they reorient their very being 

towards meaningful ends. If turning our soul involves a psychological reorientation towards 

meaningful endeavour, towards developing a care and receptivity, then a ‘formation of 

attention’ develops the skill to hold our focus upon the newly released substantive rather 

than superficial,43 to resist distraction in its multiplicity of forms. Considering this, attention 

formation aids in the educational process by developing an intellectual capability to focus 

on existentially challenging issues rather than mundane and inconsequential problems.44 In 

order to act effectively, we must have the psychological control to focus deeply upon where 

our efforts will be best placed and not carried away by the immediate gratification that a 

consumerist culture encourages.45 These elements of Paideia thus transform identity and 

moral psychology and, in so doing, undermine provincialism, parochialism, bigotry, and 

ignorance in their inherited and self-created forms.46 This is because, in the pairing of 

attention formation to radical self-critique, individuals perceive these negative qualities 

within themselves and develop a desire to change. Thus, through Paideia, one moves 

towards a profound psychological transformation; they subject themselves to Socratic 

questioning. By encouraging more individuals to undergo this process of critical self-

examination, and remain focused while doing so, we can increase the chance that a 

prophetic individual will emerge, as prophetic individuals, by necessity, must undergo this 

outlined existential confrontation. 

 
42 Dartmouth (2020) Cornel West - The Historical Philosophy of W.E.B Du Bois - class. 27 July. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_00JnuJyovc&list=PL-H0j50czNOgW5tZPIZ0AWYWofVv2dn2E& index=4 
(Accessed 18/01/21).  

43 Dartmouth (2020) Cornel West - The Historical Philosophy of W.E.B Du Bois - class 1. 27 July. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_00JnuJyovc&list=PL-H0j50czNOgW5tZPIZ0AWYWofVv2dn2E& index=4 
(Accessed 16/09/21).  

44 This point is particularly poignant in the era of mass distraction we currently reside in. Mark Fisher has done 

an excellent job describing some of the obstacles in the classroom that accompany this cultural moment. See 
Fisher, M. (2009). Capitalist realism: Is there no alternative?. John Hunt Publishing. 

45 In a lecture at Dartmouth West provides examples of where the developed attention should focus: in ‘life 

and death, joy and sorrow, friendship and paying your dues'. Dartmouth (2020) Cornel West - The Historical 
Philosophy of W.E.B Du Bois - class 1. 27 July. Available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_00JnuJyovc&list=PL-H0j50czNOgW5tZPIZ0AWYWofVv2dn2E& index=4 
(Accessed 16/09/21). 

46 Harvard Law School (2008) On Education. 22 October. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFddhyHcKFo (Accessed 25/01/21).  
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West proclaimed in one lecture: ‘if nobody has in some way unsettled you and 

unhoused you, then you haven't gone through proper Paideia’,47 thus, education must ‘push 

you against a wall’.48 For West, many media bring this about, but they all unify in a shared 

cultivation of this ideal self: ‘Shakespeare’s Hamlet will do it to you,’ ‘Toni Morrison's 

Beloved,’ ‘Darwin’s Origins,’ ‘Nietzsche's Genealogy of Morals,’ ‘John Coltrane, A Love 

Supreme will do it’.49 Here, it is evident that education is profoundly multidisciplinary; it 

extends far beyond schooling within a classroom or lecture hall. For this reason, the creative 

arts, as much as existential philosophy or classical literature, are educative: education has 

‘everything to do with imagination and empathy’.50 For this reason, education in the 

Westian sense ‘puts a premium on the arts’.51 Yet, education can be humble, domestic. 

Interpersonal relationships of sacrifice can be educative, as long as they aid in this 

overarching process of personal transformation.  

Furthermore, for West, education isn’t equivalent to schooling. Whilst standard 

schooling could be a constitutive component of a total program of education, education 

must necessarily involve more. West proclaimed in one lecture that ‘by education I do not 

mean schooling’, ‘schooling has to do with giving access to skills, but there’s no 

transformation’.52 Whilst universal schooling is justified by equality of opportunity 

arguments (i.e. everyone should know how to read and write and have the right to learn 

technical skills) in West’s eyes, schooling itself doesn‘t create the ‘transformation‘ of 

individual and citizen consciousness necessary to be defined as true education. In other 

words, developing skills isn’t the same as becoming an educated person. Education pertains 

to more than adaptation to a market economy, to developing practical means to economic 

success. Education must focus first on the cultivation of character and virtues. It cultivates a 

 
47 Dartmouth (2020) Cornel West - The Historical Philosophy of W.E.B Du Bois - class. 27 July. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_00JnuJyovc&list=PL-H0j50czNOgW5tZPIZ0AWYWofVv2dn2E& index=4 
(Accessed 18/01/21).  

48 Ibid. 

49 Ibid.  

50 Ibid.  

51 Ibid. 

52 APB Speakers (2016) Education, the Cultivation of Self - Dr. Cornel West. 3 February. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_oGmV3kvb9M&list=FLmgfX9zD0e_I1-jTzTL34tw&index=13 (Accessed 
15/01/21). 
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willingness ‘to speak, live and sacrifice for truth’.53 Practical skills and intelligence have their 

value, but education serves a much deeper existential purpose. This purpose is the fighting 

of painful nihilism. Even with practical skills, one can still be devoid of personal hope and 

meaning, one can still be a spiritual slave whilst living in material wealth.  

In this way, West intervenes on the Du Boisian side of the early twentieth  century 

pedagogic conflict about educating post-Reconstruction black Americans. W. E. B. Du Bois 

and Booker T. Washington, the two leading black educationists of their day, each argued a 

different philosophy of education. Washington argued that black Americans would obtain 

equality as a result of material enrichment; they should be educated in technical skills that 

served to prepare them to prosper within the existing job market, without first struggling for 

civil recognition. Du Bois, on the other hand, argued that education must map a path to 

wisdom and strength of character, through liberal arts, to allow African Americans to 

articulate their own culturally unique identity and struggle for civil and political rights in 

order to obtain equality with White America. To simply adapt to a market economy was to 

remain slave-like, rather than developing moral character and cultural self-reliance.  

Explaining West through Du Bois  

For both West and Du Bois, wisdom is something wholly above ‘smartness’ or shrewd 

marketability. Wisdom is distinct from these, despite cultural beliefs which reduce them all 

to the same thing.54 The intelligent human and the wise human, similarly to the skilled and 

the educated, might share properties but are distinctly different, because wisdom requires 

that one grapples deeply with the pain of living an ‘examined life’. The wise choose the 

road of discomfort and restlessness that a commitment to self-critique entails. However, 

despite the pain it incurs, West frequently refers us to Plato’s Apology: ‘the unexamined 

life is not worth living’.55 This relates to The Du Boisian notion of false consciousness: until 

black Americans undergo a psychic empowerment which transforms their consciousness 

 
53 West, C. (2009) ‘Why I left Harvard for Princeton’, The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 47, p. 64. 

54 The Veritas Forum (2019) Liberal Arts Education: What’s The Point? Dr. Robert George and Dr. Cornel West. 

14 August. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-yZp2Vn1go&t=1001s (Accessed 12/01/21). 

55  Plato (2016) ‘Apology Section 38a’ in West, T. (ed.) Plato’s Apology of Socrates: An Interpretation, with a 

New Translation. New York: Cornell University Press.  
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and gives them a sense of pride and self-respect, they are doomed to a painful life of 

nihilism. Wisdom, not smartness or productivity, develops the formation of character 

necessary to pursue this empowered existence. In this Socratic love of wisdom, Du Bois and 

West share a common vision of the broad role and purpose of education.  

The question of who should lead education divides West and Du Bois. West has a 

distinctively democratic vision of education (one might even say a populist education that 

prophetically rises from all cultural sectors - from below as much as from the top). Likely 

inspired by precursory pragmatist, John Dewey, West has a democratic conception of the 

self, where any person can potentially become an educator. Prophetic individuals are 

educators who can have a transformative effect on collectives, and these individuals can 

arise from all walks of life, not just from higher institutes of learning. Du Bois, on the other 

hand, wrote in The Talented Tenth: ‘The Negro Race, like all races, is going to be saved by 

its exceptional men’.56 In regard to who should lead education, Du Bois believed that only a 

small, elite group of scholars would be capable. We must thus ask West: if “means are to a 

great extent at the command and under the control of those who influence the affairs of 

men”,57 then why not entrust education solely in the hands of that intellectual and cultural 

elite that is most able to learn and teach?  

West responds that the elitist Du Boisian vision of the talented tenth, despite later 

revision,58 excluded important educators of his day. Du Bois should have considered the 

musicians Louis Armstrong, Ma Rainey, and Bessie Smith part of the talented tenth;59 the 

model of education Du Bois presented precluded such individuals. Yet, such individuals 

merged the Socratic philosophy of critical attention (that Du Bois and West agree 

education should formulate) with a private and public concern for injustice that emerges 

from prophetic traditions.The fact he saw the educational genius in slave songs but not 

Jazz and Blues musicians demonstrates a bias in his philosophy.60 Additionally, West is 

 
56 Du Bois, W.E.B.  (1903)  “The Talented Tenth,” in The Negro Problem: A Series of Articles by Representative 

American Negroes of Today. New York. p.33 

57 Owen, R. (1817) New View of Society, Illinois: The Free Press, p.19. 

58 West, C. and Buschendorf, C. (2014) Black Prophetic Fire, Boston: Beacon Press pp. pp.54-55 

59 Ibid., pp.50-52  

60 Ibid. 
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concerned that an elite model risks putting too much power in the hands of a remote and 

self-serving intelligentsia. West has spoken extensively about the follies and public 

betrayal that the capitalist ‘intelligentsia’61
 have enacted, and that they, with the pride 

that narrow education engenders, were swept up in false intellectual currents of their 

day.62 This is exemplified in the intellectual current of free-market fundamentalism in the 

2000s, which resulted in the 2008 financial crash, wreaking global economic havok.63 

West warns that if education is reduced to formal schooling and intelligence to academic 

erudition, then members of the intelligentsia risk fostering mere intelligence without 

wisdom, by failing to challenge the assumptions of their time and class. The corrective 

power of a (Deweyan style) democratic collective wisdom can combat this. If we keep 

putting full academic authority in the hands of the few, society will inevitably be made 

vulnerable to the mistakes of an aristocratic group. The most rigorously intelligent can, at 

any time, be swept up in false assumptions of their day. 

West and Dewey  

The key for making the Westian link between education and democratic ambition 

explicit is to articulate the Deweyan deposit in West’s pragmatic philosophy. In the opening 

chapter to Democracy and Education, Dewey describes education as a process of renewal;64 

education determines the future of a nation by shaping the values of its next generation. A 

society must renew itself by choosing which values to pass on, and which to leave behind. 

This process is enacted through the education of youth.65 For Dewey, democracy wasn’t 

just a political institution, it was a set of values that must be lived and embodied by 

democratic citizens. West thus closely follows the Deweyan project. In referring to Dewey 

as one of the greatest American philosophers,66 West pays direct credit to his influence. For 

 
61 Big Think (2011) Cornel West: How Intellectuals Betrayed the Poor. 3 June.  Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-rcQZxawdWk&t=105s (Accessed 10/01/2021).   

62 Ibid.  

63  Ibid.  

64 Dewey, J. (1916) Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education, New York: 

Macmillan Press, pp.1-3 

65 Ibid., pp.1-5. 

66 West, C. (2019) The Joe Rogan Experience [Podcast]. 30 July. Available at: 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/1GLdDzLc2OXDTyKEhizaQk (Accessed 18/01/21) - West states: “Who was 
our greatest philosopher? John Dewey.” timestamp 28:48-29:00.  
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West, like Dewey, education is a revitalizing force. West has often described education as 

‘learning how to die in order to live’.67 While West often uses this to refer to an individual 

commitment to psychological change - to constantly challenge one's values - we can also 

apply a collectivistic interpretation. In a collective sense, like a phoenix, the old society 

must die to be reborn - such is the central movement of the democratic process. This, for 

West and Dewey, is how the ‘great society’ comes into being. Each generation is called to 

break from the injustice of the past and move towards a more just future. Conceptually, the 

deadwood of parochial and truncated values must burn away. For West, these are the 

values of nihilism, superficial materialism, and greed. These create the American social 

mode which enacts catastrophe against oppressed groups, and as a result must be 

challenged and overcome.  

On the West-Dewey view, democracy is best understood as a verb, not a noun, since it 

is an active mode of living.68 In turn, how we live our lives is part and parcel of a 

commitment to democracy. Democracy and education require agency, they require action. 

West proclaims in his first spoken word album that: ‘tradition is not something you inherit, 

you don’t gain access to it by means of osmosis, if you want it you have to fight for it’.69 

Education is only effective when its benefits are mobilized into action, therefore it must be 

combined with a democratic striving. As West often notes through a reference to Chekov’s 

words, there are only ‘lives to be lived’; educative and democratic commitments to justice 

start by embodied examples.70 

Plasticity vs Essentialism  

Such a debate must be understood in relation to a psychological question: are 

people’s characters plastic71 and contextual or fixed and essentially constituted? This is 

another way of objecting to the Westian model: one could argue that it rests 

 
67 Harvard Law School (2008) On Education. 22 October.  

68 West, C. (2004) Democracy matters: Winning the Fight against Imperialism, New York: Penguin Press, p.68.  

69 West. C, (2004)  ‘Finale’, Street Knowledge, Available at: (Downloaded: 12/01/21). 

70 West, C. (2019) The Joe Rogan Experience [Podcast]. 30 July. Available at: 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/1GLdDzLc2OXDTyKEhizaQk (Accessed 18/01/21). 

71 If an individual's character is plastic, it is flexible and subject to change; it can be moulded and repurposed. 
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fundamentally on a false  

understanding of human psychology. West fails to understand the overriding role that 

fixed natures play in psychology and sociology - and thus in causing injustice. In the Platonic 

sense, fixed hierarchies are essential components of human societies. Each person has a set 

nature that is biologically determined. In this sense, people aren’t malleable like the 

pragmatic philosophy of psychology suggests. It follows from such an objection that the 

Westian philosophy of education is not just based on a false premise, but as a result, it is 

also incapable of combating injustice.  

At the end of Democracy Matters, West argues that Plato’s philosophy was 

incoherent. Plato participated in a democratic genre, but applied this genre towards 

achieving undemocratic ends.72 Plato is an example of why Paideia must be wedded to a 

second tradition, propheticism. As valuable as a dedication to wisdom is, this doesn’t 

necessarily foster a concern for the common good or justice for ‘the least of these’. This is 

the folly of the Platonic philosophy of education; it placed an important emphasis on the 

cultivation of wisdom and self-examination but missed out important elements that create 

the fully cultivated self, centrally, an undescrimative compassion drawn from an empathic 

depth. Thus, Plato was drawn to a critique of democracy because his philosophy lacked 

prophetic empathy; it placed abstract reason in its place. For this reason, Plato’s student 

had only half an education. Had Plato embodied the truly democratic spirit of the Socratic 

tradition, according to which deep thoughts can emerge in any quarter, his philosophy 

would have lost its elitism and strict social stratification.  

This is a well formulated response to Plato’s criticism of democracy and education. It 

is a criticism West levels whilst still appreciating the power and influence of Plato. 

Nonetheless, this does not deal with the central critique of plasticity vs. essentialism. In 

regard to this question, West seems to offer little empirical evidence to support such a 

belief. Instead, the Westian philosophy justifies its direction through a commitment to hope 

and faith. West, in prophetic form, like that of Martin Luther King (hereafter MLK), hopes to 

prove through example and action - just as MLK did - that change is always within human 

 
72 West, C. (2004) Democracy matters: Winning the Fight against Imperialism. New York: Penguin Press. p.210. 
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reach. The very example of the political change MLK galvanised gives us hope of social 

plasticity. The fact that a long oppressive social policy segregating black from white could be 

abolished, despite the historical trajectory of black American suppression, is evidence that 

deeply entrenched social values can be altered. Such facts are small steps to empirically 

supporting the Westian view. Although, I contend that the essentialism vs. plasticity debate 

requires further empirical investigation. 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, for West, higher education involves a democratic conversation with 

Paideia, which in turn fosters a defence against nihilism through a connection to love and 

hope. This echoes out into wider society when these Paideia infused individuals undergo 

the prophetic process of taking what higher education has taught them, and using it to 

mobilise social groups towards achieving just ends. Thus, despite the vast catastrophes of 

social existence, this higher education can potentially transform detached individuals into 

empowered communities. Since it emerges through the socially empowering effect of 

prophetic individuals, who can arise from any walks of life, education can be practiced by 

individuals outside of higher learning institutions. Through this prophetic interaction 

between individuals and communities, democratic bodies must move collectively to 

challenge institutions of oppression from which injustice in the first place emerges. Such 

injustice ranges from imperial domination, the exclusion of minorities, economic 

monopolization, and the elitist alignment of political institutions (which should be serviced 

to the common, rather than aristocratic good). The systems that entrench injustice are rigid 

and tenacious, and it isn’t always clear that the educational process can win out. 

Nevertheless, if any tactic will succeed in fighting injustice, I argue it is the particular type of 

education West advocates. 
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The Finkish Yips: A Critique of Hawley’s Counterfactual 
Success Account of Knowledge-How 

Ralph Habgood 

Introduction 

“Finkish yips” sounds like gobbledygook, but it is not! Rather, it is an unfortunate 

condition some sportspeople find themselves suffering from. Technically, the yips are 

“characterised by a sudden and temporary loss of fine, and/or gross motor control, 

manifesting as locked, stuck, or frozen movements.” (Hays & Maynard, 2015). Finkishness is, 

most simply put, a disappearing disposition, typically regarding inanimate objects. A vase, 

for example, has a disposition to break if I hit it with a baseball bat, and should I hit a vase 

with a baseball bat it would break; an object is disposed to M when C iff it would M if it 

were the case that C (Goodman, 1954). The vase would be finkish then if I were to strike it 

with a baseball bat, and despite its disposition to break, it does not. Seemingly, the vase’s 

disposition to break in such and such a condition has disappeared. So, the finkish yips are no 

longer a mystery – it is the finkishness of a sportsperson’s disposition to perform. This alone 

seems to be somewhat philosophically toothless, however, it finds its bite in the knowledge-

how debate.  

In Katherine Hawley’s paper ‘Success and Knowledge-How’ (2003) she deems a 

dispositional account of knowledge-how73 problematic as it introduces additional questions 

about the nature of dispositions compared to the counterfactual success account74. 

Specifically, Hawley’s worry is how a dispositional account of knowledge-how might deal 

with finkish dispositions, whereas her favoured straight counterfactual success condition 

does not have to. I think Hawley is mistaken in dismissing the dispositional account of 

knowledge-how. This is because knowledge-how is susceptible to finkishness, and the 

straight counterfactual success condition cannot account for this, whereas the dispositional 

 
73 Knowledge-how is knowledge that describes knowing how to do something, such as riding a bike (Pavese, 

2021). 
74 Hawley’s counterfactual success account suggests that to have knowledge-how of some action, it would be 

the case that if we attempted said action, we would be successful (Hawley, 2003). More will be said on this in 
section 3. 
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account of knowledge-how can. Instances of yips are a suitable example to demonstrate 

why Hawley is mistaken. 

The essay will proceed as such. In section 1 I shall produce an account of sporting 

action as knowledge-how. By doing so, I will be able to show that complex basic action in 

sports performance is habitual, and as such can be defined as a disposition to perform said 

basic action. Following the psychological definition of yips (see above) I will then be able to 

show that athletes who encounter the yips are experiencing a disappearing disposition, and 

most importantly, a disappearing disposition under normal circumstances/conditions.  

In section 2, I shall outline Hawley’s account in more detail, specifically how she views 

the dispositional account of knowledge-how as flawed. Then, using the definitions set out in 

section 1, I will point out how Hawley’s counterfactual success account of knowledge-how 

fails to accommodate the existence of finkish cases of knowledge-how, and thus fails to be 

an acceptable account of knowledge-how.  

1 

1.1 – Habitualism and Intellectualism 

Theories of sporting action can typically be split into two groups. Broadly speaking, we 

have on one side habitualists and on the other intellectualists. Habitualists hold the view 

that sports performance is guided by habit, and that the performer must relinquish active 

cognitive processes and allow the body to simply perform. Intellectualists argue for the 

opposite: they suggest that the sport performers cognition must be active during action, 

rather than relying on reflex and habit alone (Papineau, 2014, p. 295). To be completely tied 

to either theory of sporting action seems to be naïve. There are evidently cases in which 

habituation is necessarily required, and cases in which the engagement of intellectual 

capacities is too. The trampoline gymnast performs complex acrobatic movements by simply 

letting her body takeover, much in the same way you or I walk down the street. In many 

cases, the trampoline gymnast is not even able to articulate how these complex movements 

are performed. Should she try and activate her cognitive capacities during said movement, 

the movement may even fail. But then again, consider the squash player, who may be able 
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to place her shots wherever she please out of habit, but must engage in an intellectual 

process in order to outwit her opponent. In the case of our squash player, there is clearly 

some element of cognition required to compete. There seems to be a distinct difference 

between when sportspeople are acting as habitualists or intellectualists describe them to be 

acting, perhaps something to do with controlled versus reactionary sport. However, for the 

sake of this essay, I need not bother to look further into this. In order to make my case 

against Hawley, I need to show that some sporting action is habitual, which is what I shall do 

next. 

1.2 - Expanding on Habitualism 

The first question to address is what makes an action a habit? It may be a habit to 

always say thank you when someone holds the door open for you, or perhaps something 

even simpler, like walking without tripping over your own feet. But we may also say that 

rather more peculiar and difficult actions can be habits too. Perhaps when tapped on the 

shoulder a professional hitwoman has a habit of doing a spinning jump kick against the 

shoulder tap-ee. The hitwoman acted in response to some stimulus (a tap on the shoulder) 

that caused her to act without having to mind what she was doing. But there appears to be 

even more to it than that. For the hitwoman not only acted out of habit in response to a 

stimulus, but also produced the movement of a spinning jump kick which alone seems to be 

something that for most people would require accessing our intellectual capacities. Here we 

have two types of action: a reflexive one - responding to a stimulus, and an intentional one 

– completing the action itself.  For both types of action, there is a common them: they are 

learnt. In all the cases above, there will have been a time where the action was not a habit, 

and through some process of learning, they become habitual.  

My interest will be with intentional actions, which are actions that are performed by 

making an active decision to do so. This is because cases of yips are concerned with acts out 

of intention, rather than reflexive ones. More specifically, my focus will be on intentional 

actions that can be performed in a habitual way, so the action is chosen, and then carried 

out as per the habitualist characterisation outlined earlier. This is a valuable distinction to 

make as it allows us to distinguish between intentional actions that still require active 

cognition, and those which do not. Cases of yips occur in the latter. 
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The kind of sports related intentional actions I want to focus on are perhaps best 

understood by thinking of them as complex basic actions. “Complex basic actions!” I hear 

you say, “how can an action be both complex and basic?”. I apologise for the paradoxical 

jargon but let me explain why. Papineau defines a basic action as “things that you know how 

to do, in the sense that you can decide to do them directly, without deciding to do anything 

else.” (2014, p. 296). Consider tying a shoelace, says Papineau. When we tie a shoelace, for 

most people, we simply tie the shoelace without requiring any further thought. But how did 

we go from having to think about the process of tying a lace to the automaticity of 

thoughtless tying? We can say that basic actions are formulated from components. Again, 

following Papineau, components are simply the parts that make up the basic action (p. 296). 

So, the component of tying a shoelace would include pulling the end of the laces tight, 

laying one lace over the other, and so on. Through repetition the components become 

automated and subsequently, basic actions. Thus, when I speak of complex basic action, I 

mean basic action that is formulated through a larger volume of components. Often for 

competitive sport performers, their success is dependent upon these complex basic actions 

and to what extent the components have been refined in training. It is the case that we can 

recall basic actions on demand, no matter how complex, and perform them out of habit, 

without having to access the components of each skill. 

Necessarily, complex basic actions are a part of some sports performance. Complex 

basic actions are, as shown above, intentional actions. It is therefore the case that sport 

performance requires intentional complex basic actions.  

1.3 Dispositional Account of Some Intentional Actions 

Before I say anything on intentional actions as dispositions, more needs to be said on 

dispositions. The best place to start would be to consider why we ought to talk about 

dispositions at all, especially in relation to actions and knowledge-how.  

 Discussion on dispositions in the philosophical domain is vast and difficult to navigate. 

Let us begin with the simple conditional analysis (SCA) that I set out in the introduction75: 

 
75 For more on the SCA, see (Quine, 1960) (Ryle, 1949) (Goodman, 1954). 
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(1) An object is disposed to M when C iff it would M if it were the case that C. 

Following the SCA, dispositional speak seems to allow us to express states of objects 

that would be realised, even if they are unmanifested. This is clearly an important feature of 

our every day. We often talk about what would happen; The ball would bounce if it were 

dropped, the car would be hot if it were in the sun, etcetera. By ascribing dispositions to 

objects, we can make claims about possible outcomes, as opposed to only actual outcomes 

(Goodman, 1954). 

What about a dispositional account of action? In Ryle’s ‘The Concept of Mind’ (1949), 

he suggests that dispositions are a logical necessity when talking about action (p. 113). 

Consider someone who is a cigarette-smoker. To be a cigarette-smoker is to say that 

someone smokes cigarettes, perhaps as a habit. But to say ‘she is smoking a cigarette now’ 

seems different to saying, ‘she is a cigarette-smoker’. Again, both statements seem different 

to saying ‘she will smoke a cigarette’. The second statement relies on the first; insomuch as 

being a cigarette-smoker requires you to smoke. The third statement would naturally lead 

from the second - someone who smokes cigarettes will likely smoke a cigarette at some 

point in the future. We might say that she who is a cigarette-smoker has a disposition to 

smoke cigarettes, since she has a permanent tendency to smoke, under certain conditions. 

(Ryle, p. 43, p. 113 – p. 115). Dispositional speak of actions can be used in the same manner 

as when we talk about dispositions of objects and seems necessary in order to make sense 

of the third statement, ‘she will smoke a cigarette’. 

Clearly, then, dispositional speak lends itself to give a valuable account of knowledge-

how. We often make expressions about knowing how to do something as counterfactual 

modal statements, about how things could or would be, under such and such circumstances. 

I might say that I know how to swim one hundred meters because if I tried to swim this 

distance, I would be able to. In the same way that dispositional speak makes the statement 

‘she will smoke a cigarette’ accessible in relation to someone’s disposition to smoke, it 

makes the statement ‘I would swim if I tried’ accessible in relation to someone’s disposition 

to swim, and ‘I would swim if I tried’ seems to be satisfactory under the dispositional view to 

say that someone knows how to swim (Kremer, 2016). So, to have knowledge-how following 
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a dispositonal account would be expressed as someone is disposed to succeed if she tries to 

do some action under some condition. 

With this more complete understanding of why dispositions are a useful tool, I will 

now move onto the central point of this section – how some intentional actions can be 

expressed as dispositions. The starting point will be the SCA: 

(1) An object is disposed to M when C iff it would M if it were the case that C. 

When we talk about intentional actions, we are not talking about objects, rather, we 

are talking about human actions. So (1) can be reworked as: 

(2) Some person X is disposed to M when C iff she would M if it were the case 

that C. 

The initial worry may be that changing the subject of the biconditional could be 

problematic since humans are more complex than inanimate objects. We have already seen, 

however, that dispositional speak works in cases concerning human action. Following an 

earlier example, we can easily imagine a case which perfectly reflects (2). Recall the 

hitwoman. We can say she would perform a spinning jump kick if it were the case that she 

was tapped on the shoulder. On these grounds, it follows that we can say  she is disposed to 

perform a spinning jump kick when tapped on the shoulder. It seems clear that there is no 

distinct difference between objects and humans, and the nature of dispositions is consistent 

in (1) and (2).  

The second point to address for my account of some intentional actions as 

dispositions is quantifying condition C. When we speak of objects, it seems easy to set out 

conditions in which such and such is disposed to M. But, when we think of humans, and 

especially of intentional actions that are not composed of particularly complex components, 

the condition C seems difficult to pinpoint. By this, I mean that intentional actions are not 

necessarily expressed with some conditions.  The hitwoman may say she knows how to 

perform a spinning jump kick, and not specify in exactly which conditions she would be able 

to. As I take it, however, this need not be of concern. Consider the basic action of walking 

without tripping over one’s own feet. Quite evidently, we can say that some person is 
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disposed to walk without tripping over their feet, but under what condition? Well, it is the 

condition of not being two-footed slide tackled, or not stepping in a surprise pothole, or 

being intoxicated. The list is apparently endless! There seems to be some normal condition 

in which we talk about dispositions. For the competent walker, the normal condition 

excludes all those conditions listed above, and more. Our normal speak allows us to access 

some inexplicit contextual reference to what the normal circumstances are. Normal 

circumstances are not always consistent with reference to the same action, either. This next 

example may do a better job demonstrating what I have said thus far. 

 Imagine two trampolinists, one who is a beginner, and has just learnt to do a front 

somersault, and one who is an Olympian, and has mastered a front somersault to inch 

perfection. When we ask both athletes – ‘can you do a front somersault?’, they will both 

answer yes– but their answers will be set to a different contextual standard. If the Olympian 

only had the front somersault ability of the beginner, she may say she could not do a front 

somersault, since the normal conditions for a front somersault are different for her 

compared to the beginner. We have two people who are both disposed to M under normal 

conditions (recall that dispositions to M exist even when unmanifested), but the normal 

conditions for each of them are different. So, we can say that for human action, there is 

always some condition, although it may not be, and is often not, explicitly stated. This point 

on normal, non-explicit, conditions is endorsed by Hawley (2003, p. 22). 

Now that I have shown (2) to be plausible, I can say more about intentional actions as 

dispositions. This seems simple enough. Intentional actions are basic actions that are 

developed from components. We can say that intentional actions (M) are thus possible in 

any state that we would consider as normal conditions (C) for said action to occur. Plugging 

this into our SCA: 

(3) Some person X is disposed to perform an intentional action (M) under normal 

conditions (C) if she could perform an intentional action (M) if it were the case of normal 

conditions (C). 

I have laboured over this point, but I hope I have made it clear that at least some 

intentional actions are expressible as dispositions.  
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1.4 Finkish Dispositions 

I was a little laissez-faire with my definition of finkishness in the introduction, and 

more needs to be said. David Lewis (1997) builds upon C.B. Martin’s (1994) original 

discourse on finkish disposition and develops the conditional analysis to reflect the example: 

“A finkishly fragile thing is fragile, sure enough, so long as it is not struck. But if it were 

struck, it would straight away cease to be fragile, and it would not break.” (Lewis, 1997, 

P.144). How does this look in SCA (1)? It seems entirely incompatible. Consider again (1): 

(1) An object is disposed to M when C iff it would M if it were the case that C. 

If an object would not M if it were the case that C, then we would simply say that an 

object is not disposed to M when C, and thus does not have a disposition to C, not that the 

disposition is finkish. How are we to distinguish between having no disposition and a finkish 

one? This is the challenge I shall take on now. 

In the case of any fink, there seems to be one specific condition C that it is in reference 

to. Take for example, the fragile vase that is disposed to break under the condition of being 

struck. The conditions in finkish cases that are presented in the literature are often defined 

more precisely than how we might define them in normal speak. In normal speak, we are 

more likely to say something like ‘the vase is fragile’ with no explicit reference to the 

conditions. But what about when we think about normal conditions, rather than one specific 

condition in relation to finkish dispositions?  

First, let us think about a case which involves normal conditions. We might say Jill can 

run up a hill under normal conditions. Following the SCA, we can say Jill is disposed to run 

up the hill under normal conditions, if she could run up the hill under normal conditions. If 

Jill failed to run up the hill, we can assert one of two things. It is either the case that Jill was 

not acting under the normal conditions for running up the hill and was therefore never 

disposed to do so, or Jill possesses a finkish disposition. If we think about the former case, 

then we have a bit of a problem. The problem is that normal conditions are unspecifiable 

since they are too various, especially in cases that relate to intentional actions. If, in the case 

of Jill, we are unable to state the normal conditions since they are unspecifiable, then how 
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are we to determine whether her action was within these conditions? One might be 

tempted to say that we therefore cannot talk of dispositions without exactly specifying our 

condition, but this would be a foolish move. In normal speak we can talk about dispositions 

without reference to conditions. She can ride a bike, I can do a handstand, you can swim. All 

are inexplicitly expressing some person’s disposition to M under C. I cannot do a handstand 

whilst I am asleep, but that is not to say I cannot do a handstand. So, we do not know 

whether Jill was acting under normal conditions, even if she appears to be. Our only 

alternative evaluation of Jill’s failure is to accept that dispositions are liable to be finkish, 

and the SCA is not robust enough to withstand finks. One may have been hard pressed to 

conjure up some examples of a failed human disposition under normal conditions, but now, 

reading this essay, I hope ‘yips’ is at the forefront of your mind. 

So, the introduction of finks presents us with three possible options. The first option 

arises from examples of finkishness leading us to believe that some things do not have the 

dispositions we thought that they had. If we accept this, then we must abandon 

dispositional speak altogether, since they would seem unreliable. I have previously shown 

how dispositional speak allows us to talk about possible events and actions, and to abandon 

it without putting up a fight would be a mistake. The second option we may take is to accept 

that finkishness is not a worry, and simply that we are unable to fully grasp what normal 

conditions are. Finkish disposition are just a lack of a disposition altogether; what we 

thought were normal conditions were not actually the normal conditions. This option 

requires adopting the view that we cannot talk about actions without specifying their 

conditions exactly, which clearly is not the case in our normal language use. The only other 

option is to introduce some alternative characterisation for the SCA. I propose we add in a 

‘usually’ clause, that would look something like this: 

An object is disposed to M when C iff it would usually M if it were the case that C. 

I am certain that there will be some discontent regarding my characterisation of 

dispositions as being ‘usually’ fulfilled, but, with the existence of the odd finkish disposition, 

there seems to be no way of preserving the SCA in its original form without compromising 

how we understand dispositions. If we take the use of usually to mean simply not one 

hundred percent of the time, perhaps some people may be happier. I see no way of possibly 
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quantifying when something is a disposition and when something is not, which does seem 

problematic, but leaving it open does not prevent me from making my argument in section 

2. With that out of the way, let us talk sport. 

1.5 Yips 

Ian Baker-Finch was an active professional golfer in the eighties and nineties and is 

perhaps one of the most well documented yips sufferers. In 1991, Baker-Finch won The 

Open, a tournament held annually at various golf courses in Britain, but in the following 

years his game began to suffer. Baker-Finch himself said on his struggle: 

I could chip for an hour and hit every chip perfectly but duff the first one on the first 

hole. I could hit 25 to 100 drives perfectly on the range but snap hook it off the first tee. And 

if I hit a snap hook on the first, I was going to snap hook all day. (Baker-Finch, 2008) 

Baker-Finch was suffering from the yips. His actions were inexplicable. One day he 

took a swing and it veered out of bounds. Nothing seemed to have changed. He was doing 

what he always had done, playing under the same pressures as ever, the normal conditions 

were the same, but Baker-Finch could no longer do what he so apparently had a disposition 

to do. Following the definitions that I have hence far set out, it seems that Baker-Finch’s 

disposition to act was finkish; everything was in place for him to succeed. We can be quite 

sure that he had mastered the complex basic actions associated with his sport, having won a 

major tournament, thus suggesting he was more than capable of successfully performing 

the associated intentional actions. There was no reason why he should fail to fulfil his 

disposition - everything seemed set for his success, yet he failed to put his disposition into 

practice. Consider Baker-Finch in terms of (3) and (4). 

(3) Some person X is disposed to perform an intentional action (M) when under 

normal conditions (C) if she would perform an intentional action (M) if it were the case of 

normal conditions (C). 

(4) An object is disposed to M when C iff it would usually M if it were the case 

that C. 
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The case of Baker-Finch is incompatible with (3), but we can accept (4) since it 

incorporates finkishness. This instance of the poor golfer is enough to endorse a position in 

favour of accepting (4), and this case is not in isolation. Many sportspeople have undergone 

yips like cases that offer (4) support, including in training, competition, old or young, in golf, 

baseball, cricket, etcetera. A similar phenomenon occurs in acrobatic sports called Lost 

Move Syndrome (LMS)76, which further broadens the number of accounts that supports (4).  

One might raise two objections as to why yips may not be a case of finkishness. The 

first is that if there is some condition C that is causing the yips, such as the psychological 

stress of a competition, then we might say yips occur because there are not normal 

conditions. I do not think this is an objection we need to worry about. As I outlined 

previously, yips occur under normal conditions. For performance sportspeople like Baker-

Finch, performing in competition is something that they will have significant practice and 

experience in. Much like basic action, an ability to perform becomes second nature through 

experience and repetition. It is because of this that I would suggest that competitive 

environments are normal conditions. Even if the objector was not convinced by this, yips is 

not exclusive to competitive environment, it occurs in training, too, as such, it can occur in 

cases without requiring the same psychological fortitude. We can cast aside this first 

objection. 

The second objection as to why yips may not be a case of finkishness is that yips 

merely show the complexity of the action sportspeople are trying to perform. Again, I do not 

see this as problematic. For performance sportspeople, complex actions are basic actions. 

Return to the case of the high-performance trampoline gymnast. For her, multiple twisting 

double somersaults are a basic action, in the same way walking is a basic action. The 

multiple twisting double somersault may require more physical output than walking, but the 

ease in which she is able to perform the action without thinking is not dissimilar. The 

objection does not stand as the actions that sportspeople are trying to perform are simply 

not complex. 

 
76 For more on the distinction between yips and LMS, see (Hays & Maynard, 2015). 
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I hope to this point I have been able to articulate a comprehensive case that details 

the nature of dispositions, how the existence of finks in light of normal circumstances affect 

dispositions, and how yips demonstrate the existence of cases of such a kind. My next task is 

to show how this is relevant in the knowledge-how debate, and that is what I shall 

endeavour to do in section 2. 

2 

2.1 Different Accounts of Knowledge-How 

Much like the theories of sporting action, accounts of knowledge-how typically adopt 

an intellectualist versus anti-intellectualist (non-cognitivist) view, or somewhere in between. 

I will briefly outline the generality of these positions.  

The anti-intellectualist view is well documented, and has been realised in many 

different forms, but the basic principle is as such: knowledge-how is distinct from 

knowledge-that and should therefore be treated differently. Ryle (1949) gives us the 

classical case in favour of anti-intellectualism, taking knowledge-how to be governed by 

ability. For both Ryle and Hawley (2003), practical knowers are distinct from theoretical 

knowers (Kumar, 2011, p. 137). Consider a coach who perfectly understands and can 

articulate exactly how to perform a pole-vault but cannot perform it themself, due to a 

career ending injury. Ryle and Hawley would both say that the coach does not have 

knowledge-how of pole vault, merely knowledge-that concerning a set of propositions 

about pole-vault as, if the coach tried to pole-vault under the present conditions, they 

would not succeed.77 

The intellectualist view takes knowledge-how to be a species of knowledge-that. One 

of the objections that intellectualists raise is that there are cases in which there is a change 

of conditions that no longer allow someone to exercise their ability, but it seems odd to say 

that they no longer know how to do it (Stanley & Williamson, 2001). In the case of the 

coach, if it were so that she could no longer perform the pole vault because of an injury, 

generally, the intellectualist would say she did know how to perform it, at least in a short-

 
77 For a similar account, see Hawley’s case of the amputee cyclist (2003, p. 23). 
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term. We can imagine that differences in time might affect what the intellectualist would 

accept in terms of knowledge-how. If the coach had not done a pole vault in thirty years, we 

may be less likely to say they still know how to. What the intellectualist would say, however, 

is that there are some cases where propositional knowledge-that is sufficient for 

knowledge-how. 

Not every view is strictly one camp or the other. Joshua Habgood-Coote (2018) offers 

up what he calls the ‘interrogative capacity view’, which attempts to address concerns from 

intellectualism and anti-intellectualism. This view argues that “knowing how to do 

something is a certain kind of ability to generate answers to the question of how to do it” 

(p.86). Clearly, attempts at defining the nature of knowledge-how are extensive, and the 

debate is still contentious in some circles78. I do not pretend to offer an answer to what 

knowledge-how exactly is. Rather, my aim is to eliminate one of many possibilities that 

knowledge-how has been suggested to be, and that is Hawley’s anti-intellectualist, straight 

counterfactual success account.  

2.2 Counterfactual Success 

Are we able to express knowledge-how in terms of pure counterfactual success? 

Hawley seems to think so. Counterfactual success can be defined as claims about whether 

possible outcomes of actions would be actually realised. If I say that I know how to throw a 

javelin thirty meters, then I would have counterfactual success if I would throw a javelin and 

it goes thirty meters. For Hawley, knowledge-how is just this – successful action, like 

throwing the javelin, plus a warrant, which is used to eliminate cases of accidental success 

(2003, p. 19). I will begin by saying a little more on successful action, and then outline how a 

warrant is necessary to move from successful action alone, which may be insufficient for 

knowledge-how. 

 It is not the case that one must have done an action before to claim they have know-

how about an action. Tasks like using a lifejacket on a plane after listening to the safety 

announcement, for example, would allow us to confidently claim knowledge-how, since we 

 
78 For more on the intellectualism/anti-intellectualism debate see (Glick, 2011); (Seitan, 2012); (Wiggins, 

2012). 
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would expect to be successful if we tried. However, this is not always the case. We can think 

about complex basic actions, that require lots of components, and as such it seems wrong to 

claim that we know how to do something complex without having ever done it, or perhaps 

even without having done it multiple times. I could explain to you how to do a double 

twisting double back somersault but, even if you are able to grasp it fully in a non-practical 

sense, I would not say that you know how to do it.  

It is also apparent that success alone is not sufficient to claim knowledge-how, this is 

where warrant comes into the picture. In your first trampoline session, you may accidentally 

perform a double twisting, double back somersault. It is uncontentious to say that the 

accidental performer does not know how to do this skill, despite successful action. 

 Warrant is what successful action requires to move to knowledge in the knowledge-

how domain, in the same way that we might take a step between true belief and knowledge 

in the typical epistemological domain (Hawley, 2003, p. 28). Accidental success is not 

sufficient for knowledge-how, since it lacks the additional warrant to satisfy the 

counterfactual success conditional: if X knows how to M under C, then if X tried to M, under 

C, X would succeed (p.25). The accidental double twisting double back-er would not 

necessarily succeed if they tried to perform this skill again.  

The other instance where success lacks warrant is when there is a misunderstanding 

of one’s own success. Here is one of Hawley’s examples: 

Consider Susie, who likes to annoy Joe, and believes that she does so by smoking. In 

fact Joe is annoyed by Susie's tapping on her cigarette box, which she does whenever she 

smokes. Susie would succeed in annoying Joe if she tried, but it seems that she doesn't 

know how to annoy Joe, perhaps because she misconstrues the situation. (2003, p. 27) 

Here, Susie is successful in annoying Joe, but her success lacks the necessary warrant 

of understanding, and is therefore not sufficient to credit Susie with knowledge-how of 

annoying Joe. If we plug this into the counterfactual success conditional, it fails. Susie would 

not always be successful in annoying Joe by trying. Consider a case where Susie threw the 

cigarette box away after lighting the last one for example. Having understanding of one’s 
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own success thus seems essential to knowledge-how following the counterfactual success 

condition. 

The successful action plus warrant account is also able to deal with the intellectualist 

worry that knowledge-how still seems to exist even when someone can no longer perform 

an action (such as the injured pole vault coach). Running with the coaching example, Hawley 

would say that the injured coach no longer has knowledge-how because, if they were to try 

and pole vault, they would be unsuccessful under the conditions they are presently in. The 

coach still has propositional knowledge about pole vault, but not knowledge-how (2003, p. 

23).  

Normal circumstances/conditions also play a role in Hawley’s account. We are 

seemingly able to ascribe knowledge-how to those who would be successful not just in 

specific conditions but in normal conditions, too. Someone who knows how to ride a bike 

would display some level of competency on different terrains at different speeds to a 

degree. But, we might say that this person still knows how to ride a bike, even if they cannot 

ride a bike down the side of Mont-Blanc, since this is most definitely a non-normal 

condition. Hawley’s account expresses something like this: Knowledge-how is counterfactual 

success plus warrant under normal circumstances. 

 2.3 Failure of the Counterfactual Success Account  

Hawley makes it clear that she thinks a dispositional account of knowledge-how is 

more hassle than it is worth. By expressing knowledge-how without talking about 

dispositions, Hawley believes we avoid the worry about finkish dispositions, which she does 

not deem possible in relation to human action. Hawley says on this: 

It is uncontentious that ordinary dispositions may be finkish and thus that straight 

counterfactual analyses of dispositions fail. But we need not accept that knowledge how 

may be finkish. Like the amputee cyclist, Sylvia's knowledge-how matches her 

counterfactual success. Sylvia does not know how to get home from the city center under 

the circumstances of being prone to panic attacks. She does know how to get home from 

the city center under circumstances which are normal for most people, but she also satisfies 
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the counterfactual success condition for this task: if she were to try under such 

circumstances, she would succeed in getting home. (2003, p. 25). 

Like me, Hawley accepts that dispositions can be finkish. However, unlike me, Hawley 

wants to say that knowledge-how cannot be finkish, and therefore we cannot express it 

dispositional. The case of Sylvia seems to show that a dispositional account would not work 

because it cannot accommodate Sylvia’s failure to get home, whereas the counterfactual 

success account can. To grant knowledge-how for the dispositional account, it must be the 

case that Sylvia would succeed in getting home even if she had a panic attack, because the 

dispositional account would otherwise suggest that knowledge-how is finkish. Following the 

dispositional account, Sylvia knows-how to get home, and should succeed, but she fails – 

her ability would not match her counterfactual success. Following the counterfactual 

success account, Sylvia knows-how to get home, and would succeed under the normal 

conditions (not having a panic attack), and her knowledge-how would match her 

counterfactual success. 

This argument works, but it is only a snippet of the bigger picture. The case of Sylvia 

holds up because she would have counterfactual success under normal conditions. I cannot 

entertain this notion when we think outside of Sylvia’s case. I have already demonstrated 

that yips occur under normal conditions, and yips is a case of knowledge-how disappearing. 

Recall (4): 

(4) An object is disposed to M when C iff it would usually M if it were the case 

that C. 

We accepted (4) following the example of Baker-Finch, and his inability to access his 

knowledge, even under normal conditions. (4) works in human cases too, as I showed in 

section 1.3, in which objects and humans are interchangeable in dispositional accounts. So, 

Hawley’s counterfactual success account (if X knows how to M under C, then if X tried to M, 

under C, X would succeed) fails, since the occurrence of yips shows that if X tried to M under 

C, X would not always succeed. 

I have now shown that the existence of yips leads to a failure in Hawley’s 

counterfactual success account. Knowledge-how can be finkish and knowledge-how as 
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expressed using dispositions may be more plausible since it accommodates finkishness, 

which the counterfactual success account does not in its present state. 

Conclusion  

My aim for this essay was to show that the counterfactual success account offered up 

by Hawley is flawed since it fails to account for the finkish yips, a case which shows that 

knowledge-how can disappear, even under normal conditions. I have done this by first 

presenting a theory of intentional actions as dispositions, whilst showing how dispositions 

are a useful tool. Following this, I pointed out the finkish problem that the SCA suffered 

from, thus showing that the only feasible option was to adapt (1) to (4), allowing for usual 

satisfaction of dispositions. I then went on to show that yips are a finkish disposition, even 

under normal circumstances. By showing this, I was able to refute the plausibility of the 

straight counterfactual success analysis of knowledge-how. 
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The Role of Universal Grammar in the Acquisition of 
Secondary Languages 

Harriet Yates 

1. Overview 

With the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, subsequent lockdowns, and limited social 

contact, many of us turned to new hobbies for distraction and escapism. I, along with an 

estimated 10% of all UK adults, began learning a new language online in March of 2020. 

Perhaps I was hoping to be reminded that the world is, in fact, wider than my locked-down 

home. Efforts to learn new languages have always connected us, and in today’s increasingly 

globalised - yet often isolating - world, enabling this very human need for communication 

has perhaps never been more important. Yet, despite advancements in neuroscientific and 

psychological study, the cognition of language, and how to best facilitate it, remains largely 

a mystery.  

This essay is primarily concerned with identifying an explanation for linguistic 

phenomena observed in second language acquisition; a theory which hinders the use of 

language features which are not native to the learner. To provide such an explanation would 

illuminate our understanding of how we can most effectively and successfully learn and 

teach languages. As this is a wide area of research, this essay is limited to a very specific 

area: the role of the nativist theory of Universal Grammar (UG) in the acquisition of 

secondary languages.  

It will be argued that the available evidence suggests that UG plays a significant role in 

our ability to learn secondary languages. I intend to show that the patterns in data indicate 

that an innate universal grammar – fixed to certain predispositions by the native language – 

is the best available explanation for difficulties in secondary language learning. It will be 

shown that UG parameters activated during native language learning dictate a learner’s 

ability to acquire subsequent languages, phenomena which will be demonstrated in 

empirical evidence of parameter limitations and fossilised errors. This extends beyond UG’s 

originally proposed role which only addressed the acquisition of a learner’s native language. 
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To reach this conclusion, I will briefly present the theory of UG, accepted features of first 

and second language acquisition and highlight pedagogical theories which have previously 

attempted to explain learning. Ultimately, I will identify empirical patterns of phenomena 

observed in second language learning, UG’s successful explanation, and the specific roles UG 

parameters may fulfil. It will be summarised that although UG is known to be a controversial 

theory, any alternate theory which does not consider cognitive limitations would struggle to 

explain the given phenomena in such a successful way. Cognition-based errors require a 

cognition-based explanation; the most successful of which is an appeal to fixed parameters 

of UG. 

Several important qualifications must be made prior to setting out this argument. This 

essay is not intended to conclude that UG is an inarguable explanation for all language 

acquisition. Cognitive linguistics is a relatively new area of research; as we cannot directly 

observe cognitive structures for verification, most theories remain controversial, as is UG 

(Evans 2019). Rather, the essay is primarily concerned with identifying the best available 

explanation for phenomena observed within second language learning, primarily a lack of 

ability to override native syntax, and the presence of fossilised errors. The conclusion drawn 

– that UG is the  best available explanation for these limitations – acts as support for the 

plausibility of UG overall, but is by no means conclusive. It would be interesting to consider 

this conclusion alongside objections to UG, but this essay is unable to accommodate it.  

In respect of terminology, a speaker’s first, native language (henceforth referred to as 

L1) is said to be ‘acquired’ as this is typically developed unconsciously. A child learning their 

L1 will reach ‘adult’ competency around eight years old (from this point onwards, children 

only acquire further vocabulary, as opposed to complex linguistic phenomena such as 

morphology or phonology) (Saville-Toike 2012). A second language (L2) is considered to be 

‘learned,’ as there is invariably a conscious effort and motivation (often in a classroom or 

immersive setting) to take on these linguistic features (Whong 2011). Subsequent languages 

which a speaker may learn (L3, L4,+) are thought to be processed in the same way as an L2 

(Whong 2011), although due to little research interest, this is unconfirmed; an interesting 

area for further study beyond this paper.  
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It is important to note that this essay is not addressing child bilingualism (the linguistic 

process of simultaneously acquiring two languages as native). Bilingualism is a complex 

issue, within the field of L1 acquisition (Wenner 2010). L2+ learning occurs once a subject 

has already reached full adult competency in their L1. To illustrate, we are considering the 

success of a student being taught an L2 at school (through the medium of their L1), rather 

than a toddler of dual nationality simultaneously acquiring one language from each parent. 

By ‘success,’ I mean the error-free, native-like fluency of the speaker. 

2.   Universal Grammar 

Interest in L1 acquisition has been growing exponentially over past decades. The 

subject garners attention due to children’s reliable, yet remarkably complex language 

competence which must be accounted for. In becoming linguistically competent, a child 

obtains and develops cognitive abilities such as computational grammar (morphology, 

phonology, syntax, semantics), processing systems (attention, memory), pragmatic systems 

(reference, focus, conversational maxims), and the lexicon (a mental store of words) 

(Ortifelli 2018). L1 acquisition is universal (all neurotypical children will develop language if 

exposed to it), and quick (fluency is typically reached within four years of their first words). 

It is a seemingly easy process, as very few errors are made considering the complexity of the 

system, while some logically possible errors are never made, such as violating Binding 

Principal C79 (Crain & McKee 1989). L1 acquisition appears to be uniform for all, as the same 

developmental stages can be observed in children’s speech across languages (Hymans 1986; 

Pierce 1989). 

To expand, consider de Villiers et al’s (1990) study of long-distance wh-movement; in 

the phrase “what did John say that Mary wanted Jim to see” the ‘what’ refers to a position 

three verbs away. However, data shows that children have a solid grasp of these wh-

movement rules by the age of three. This competence is remarkable considering that 

children are exposed to extremely impoverished data (Chomsky 1965). The primary 

linguistic data (PLD) available to children is almost exclusively child-directed speech (CDS); 

 
79 Binding Principal C: a referent cannot co-refer with another determiner phrase which is higher in the 

syntactic representation 



114 

 

oversimplification, combined with the speaker’s performance errors, such as slips of the 

tongue and incomplete sentences. Children are often provided with a very limited degree of 

linguistic instruction and feedback prior to school age (at which point, acquisition is already 

evident). A child’s language guidance more typically concerns truth-value, as opposed to 

metalinguistic instruction (Whong 2011; Ortifelli 2018); if a child were to say “Mickey Mouse 

hating me” they would likely be corrected with the sentence “No, Micky Mouse loves you” 

rather than the grammaticality-focused (albeit upsetting) “No, Mickey Mouse hates you”. To 

return to the wh-movement example, it is extremely unlikely that such a complex phrase 

would be available in CDS, and yet we know children are competent in it. A child’s linguistic 

competence shows clear understanding of abstract principles and rules with which to 

produce grammatical language, beyond the available degree of instruction or PLD.  

This is the ‘logical problem of acquisition’, where Chomsky (1965) argues that flawed 

empirical input cannot be the sole explanation for acquiring a complete adult grammar. He 

concludes, through deduction regarding the poverty of the stimulus,80 that an innate 

psychological structure must enable L1 acquisition. Innate here meaning mental capabilities 

possessed at birth; apriori (before experience) as opposed to aposteriori knowledge (from 

experience). The theory of Universal Grammar argues for this mental language acquisition 

device (LAD) which develops through stages of language ability as the child ages. Stage 0 of 

the LAD holds an innate range of capabilities, without predisposing us towards learning any 

particular target language (Chomsky et al 2002). Subsequent stages are influenced by social 

aspects, such as which language we are exposed to, or the amount of exposure. 

In this innate stage, we have access to all possible ‘parameters’ of any possible 

language, which means all syntactic, grammatical functions which are logically, linguistically 

possible. There is no agreed-upon ‘list’ of parameters, as they can essentially be any 

linguistic feature which is possible to have (or not have), in any given language. One 

example of a parameter is ‘does this language make use of inflectional morphology on 

irregular verbs’ (changing the internal vowel structure of a verb to indicate tense); English 

 
80 Poverty of the Stimulus Argument: (A) A native speaker of a language knows a certain aspect of syntax, but 

(B) this aspect of syntax could not have been acquired from CDS (as shown). Therefore, (C) this aspect of 
syntax cannot have been learnt aposteriori, so (D) this aspect of syntax must be possessed apriori. 
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does (e.g. sing - sang - sung), while Mandarin does not81 (Packard 2006). Each parameter can 

be selected at a plus (present) or minus (not present) value in the syntax of the target 

language; the input to which we are exposed as an infant determines which parameter 

value is selected (Chomsky et al 2002; Whong et al 2013). Applied to the example above, 

English selects ‘inflectional morphology on irregular verbs’ at a plus value, while Mandarin 

selects this parameter at a negative value. To give another example, the ‘head-directionality 

parameter’ determines whether the head of a phrase82 is at the start or end of a phrase; 

English is strongly head-initial, so a verb phrase would be “eat [the verb] an apple [the 

complements]”(therefore plus value for this parameter). In contrast, Japanese is 

consistently head-final (minus value) and would directly translate to “an apple [the 

complements] eat [the verb]”. Parameters concern both observable (surface) and more 

fundamental (deep) aspects of grammar; deep-grammar being syntactic structures which 

express core semantic relationships (such as head-directionality) from which the surface 

structure is derived. In many cases, languages will make use of both possible parameter 

values (that is, occasional context-dependent plus or minus selection), but invariably show a 

general inclination towards one in particular.  

Upon activation of particular relevant parameters, children have reached the ‘steady 

stage’ (Chomsky et al 2002) of UG. Here, they are cognitively aware of the multiple possible 

values, and will explore all possible values before selecting the correct form. This accounts 

for the predictable U-shaped learning pattern, where a child will demonstrate a confident 

grasp of their target form (often through mimicking input), then apparently lose this 

understanding (activating and exploring the relevant parameter), before shortly regaining it 

(selecting the target value). Characterising the telegraphic stage of speech development 

(around thirty months old), a child will correctly produce “It fell down”, then begin to omit 

the irregular inflectional morphology and produce “it fall down”, then ultimately revert to 

“it fell down” (Brown 1973). This demonstrates the activation of the child’s ‘irregular 

inflectional morphology’ parameter, their exploration of the possible minus-value selection, 

 
81 Mandarin instead  is highly morpheme-isolating, so adds in new morphemes (the smallest possible units of 

meaning, such as suffixes or prefixes) to achieve the same effect without altering the original verb. 
 
82 The element which determines the linguistic category of the phrase. In a verb phrase such as “eat an apple”, 

the head is a verb “eat”; in a noun phrase such as “a girl from texas”, the head is the noun “girl.” 
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and the ultimate selection of the correct plus-value form. Once selected, the LAD cognitively 

cements this form, allowing the non-selected value (for example, ‘minus irregular 

inflectional morphology parameter’ for English) to deteriorate. The selected parameter 

value is now the only syntactic information available to the speaker, limiting future 

production as alternate values are no longer accessible. This is the critical period hypothesis 

(Lenneberg 1967); when learners pass a certain age, they lose access to the LAD (recent 

research suggests the critical age is different for different aspects of language, e.g., 

phonology versus morphology (Whong et al 2013)). There is speculation that this 

deterioration occurs at a physical level in brain cells (Tallal et al 1996). 

Again, UG is subject to objection, including issues with the position of nativism, 

objections to the poverty of the stimulus argument, and debate regarding the falsifiability of 

UG (Evans 2019). However, for the purposes of this essay we will overlook this criticism, in 

order to allow for a narrower evaluation of the potential role of UG parameters in L2 

learning. 

3.  Second Language Learning 

L2 learning happens in a very different way to L1 acquisition, primarily in the degree of 

available instruction and feedback. In the majority of cases, an L2 is explicitly taught, in 

response to a personal motivation to learn. Whether in a traditional classroom setting or 

perhaps via language-learning digital applications, learners are provided with a vast amount 

of metalinguistic information (for example, being taught how to form the past tense of a 

particular irregular verb), accessing both this ‘positive evidence’ (being told what is possible 

in a given language), and ‘negative evidence’ information about what is not allowed (for 

example: “In English, you cannot say ‘I opening it’”). The scarcity of negative evidence in CDS 

is at the root of the aforementioned logical problem of language acquisition. Alternatively, a 

learner may immerse themselves in a certain culture, and hope to learn the language 

through practice, yet, even in these cases, learners are subject to some degree of 

instruction; with pocket dictionaries, digital translators, or correction – if requested – by 

native speakers. Adult learners also have a greater grasp on their cognitive function; they 

can appeal to general problem-solving skills, fully comprehend feedback, and utilise critical-

thinking in their learning, while children in L1 acquisition are thought to only have access to 
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limited domain-specific (for Chomsky, the LAD) – or domain-general, for the empiricist – 

learning procedures. This is Bley-Vorman’s (1989) fundamental difference hypothesis; 

language-learning is qualitatively different to learning any other subject, or to the 

acquisition of an L1, given these unique, cognitively-demanding characteristics. 

Given these distinctions, current debate concerns whether L2 learning requires a 

distinct explanation for linguistic phenomena observed (Whong et al 2013), or whether one 

theory of language acquisition can explain features in both L1 and L2 acquisition. An early 

20th century behaviourist theory assumed that all language acquisition (L1 and L2) was 

purely habit formation through mimicking surface-level linguistic features. Divergent 

phenomena were merely mis-reproductions to be ‘trained’ out of the learner, with no 

‘deeper’ explanation. Mere mimicking is thought (Evans 2019) to be an overly simplistic 

approach to L2 learning, and is insufficient to account for many phenomena. Later theories 

tackled learning from a pedagogical rationale (meaning exclusively in relation to the 

methods and practice of teaching), distinct from any L1 acquisition features. Contrastive 

Analysis (CA) argued that the process of L2 learning is simply a learner making discoveries 

about the variation between their L1 and target L2 syntax (Lado 1957); similarities between 

the languages will facilitate learning, while any differences hinder their learning. This theory 

exclusively considers ‘visible’ surface-level characteristics of syntax. For example, the 

German “Ich bin zwölf Jahre alt” using the auxiliary verb ‘to be’ (= I am twelve years old), in 

contrast to the French “J’ai douze ans” using the auxiliary verb ‘to have’ (= I have twelve 

years). According to CA, the only error phenomenon which should be observed is the 

learner incorrectly transferring their superficial L1 auxiliary verb onto the L2 target form. 

Importantly, pedagogical theories such as CA credit no cognitive limitations on learning, and 

so cannot explain any data showing deep-grammar error phenomena.  

While I argue that behaviourism is right in assuming that phenomena observed in L2 

learning should share features of L1 acquisition, perhaps CA is also right in considering a 

pedagogical approach to explain some (but not all) phenomena. The key philosophical 

commitment of this pedagogical theory is firm empiricism; all that is required to learn an L2 

is aposteriori knowledge. This is either (a) knowledge of one’s own previously-acquired L1 

which can be correctly transferred directly onto the L2 or (b) the knowledge garnered from 
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explicit instruction which allegedly overcome the differences between the two languages. As 

all transfer and learning of features occurs at a superficial level, CA requires no cognitive 

explanation; L2 learning is in no way hindered by anything mentally internal to the learner, 

and learning should not be hindered if the teacher instructs correctly. This approach may 

therefore be significant in explaining the processes of learning an L2, however I argue this is 

insufficient to account for any phenomenon which shows limitations on learning, beyond 

mere surface-grammar discrepancies. 

Alternatively, UG has gained attention for its ability to account for phenomena in both 

L2 learning and in the original L1 acquisition theory (Phinney 1987; White 1991(b); Tsimpli & 

Rousseau 1991; Tsimpli & Smith 1995; Yuan 1997; Kong 2005; Whong et al 2013). UG’s core 

principle in relation to L2 learning is that all acquisition of language shares some cognitive 

processes and bounds. These ‘bounds’ are the limitations imposed by the selected 

parameter values, which determine the L1 (surface and deep) grammar characteristics. Due 

to the critical period hypothesis, we have established that UG parameters will not be 

available to L2 learning in the same way as L1; once a learner has passed a certain age, 

access to ‘stage 0’ innate cognitive parameters degenerates. Reaching full adult competency 

in our L1, we cannot ‘rewind’ and decide we also want full access to all possible parameter 

values of any L2. Our linguistic ability is henceforth hindered by the plus or minus values to 

which these parameters were selected and set, according to our L1. This importance on a 

learner’s own predetermined cognitive ability is unique to the theory of UG. 

However, it is in the extent to which parameters are set which UG supporters split into 

two main factions; what I will call ‘fixed UG’ (Tsimpli & Rousseau 1991; Smith & Tsimpli 

1995; Kong 2005), versus the ‘partial access hypothesis’ (Yuan 1997). Fixed UG argues that 

the parameters which were activated to certain values according to the L1 are fixed in place. 

The opposing parameter values will become inaccessible to L2 learners after the critical 

period. These L1-activated parameters become a ‘surrogate’ UG for the learning of the L2, 

as a cognitive limitation on acquisition; in the way that UG parameters are set by input to 

enable acquisition of the L1, the L1 parameter values define the limits of L2 learning. While I 

previously stated that the innate stage of UG does not predispose us to one particular 

language or set of parameters, this L2 learning ‘stage’ will in fact predispose us towards that 
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parameter value set by our L1. Anything already activated for the L1 properties (such as the 

plus head-directionality parameter, where the language holds the element which 

determines the category of the phrase at the beginning of the phrase) is all that is available 

to the L2, and cannot be permanently reset, even given extensive instruction. Obviously, we 

are still capable of learning an L2, but we must build upon (with the aim to temporarily 

overcome) parameters with sufficient instruction and conscious, repeated attention, rather 

than aiming to reset them. If we do not do this, we will revert to our L1 values (Tsimpli & 

Rousseau 1991). In order to verify fixed UG, we would require evidence of such a reversion, 

despite instruction. 

Meanwhile, the partial access (PA) hypothesis states that an L1 mediates access to UG 

parameter values, but does not completely prevent access. The innate parameters of stage 0 

are not considered to have degenerated but, rather, we fail to access them because our 

activated parameters are prioritised like road-blocks (Yuan 1997). Given significant 

instruction and efforts, values of parameters which differ from the L1 are resettable by a 

successful learner. For example, consider an English learner of Japanese: the L1 value for the 

head-initial parameter is set at a plus value, but Japanese makes use of the minus head 

initial parameter. According to fixed UG, the learner can consciously attend to and be aware 

of this difference, but overcome making related errors through practice, while a supporter 

of PA argues that the learner not only overrides their predisposition towards the plus-value 

head-initial parameter, but permanently resets the parameter to the minus-value given 

sufficient efforts. The parameter only hinders the learner for a short period during learning 

before being accessed, while fixed UG holds that there will always be this cognitive 

hindrance on the learner, even though they are able to temporarily allow the feature. This is 

becoming a greater area of study, but is thus far inconclusive (Kong 2005). While there are 

tentative similarities between PA and pedagogical theories such as CA, which both claim 

that L1 features can be overcome permanently given sufficient efforts, PA is still rooted in 

UG, and claims to also reset deep-grammar principles which pedagogical approaches do not. 

However, it is problematically vague to state that a learner must attend to and make efforts 

to some sufficient extent in order to permanently rest these parameters, the degree to 

which PA fails to elaborate. In order to verify this theory, evidence would need to show that 

a learner will not revert to their L1 parameter values after a set amount of instruction and 
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time; showing that previously inactive parameters have been accessed and selected, 

overcoming the original L1 values. 

While it is possible that pedagogical theories and UG may together constitute a theory 

for how second languages are learned (teaching surely enables acquisition, and UG can 

account for cognitive phenomena), the occurrence of errors and limitations to learning are 

best explained by UG alone. The limitations dictated by selected parameter values explains 

the occurrence of error production in both surface and deep-grammar contexts. Data 

demonstrating that learners are not only superficially mapping features from their L1 onto 

the L2 is required in order to discount CA, and show the need for a cognitive-based theory 

such as UG. However, to determine which form of UG is most applicable, empirical data 

must investigate how learners treat parameter settings in practice, alongside instruction.  

4. Experimental Evidence 

A study conducted by Phinney (1987) is effective in identifying a phenomenon which 

must be explained by a cognitive theory tackling deep-grammar, as opposed to a purely 

surface-based theory like CA, which fails to explain this occurrence. The study analyses the 

pronoun-drop parameter through treatment of expletive pronouns, contrasting with directly 

referential pronouns (I, you, he) by Spanish L1 speakers learning English. An expletive or 

‘dummy’ pronoun is used to fulfil syntactical requirements of a phrase without providing 

explicit meaning (consider “it is raining” – ‘it’ is a dummy subject which does not 

semantically refer to anything). The distinction between these types of pronoun is a feature 

of ‘deep grammar,’ not surface-available linguistic information. In English, both referential 

and expletive pronouns are overt so must be included, while in Spanish they are both null, 

where the word can be optionally omitted (pronoun-drop) by the speaker without impacting 

meaning or understanding. The study compares two groups of Spanish L1 speakers who 

were (a) novice (less than one year of instruction) learners of English, or (b) experienced 

learners with higher proficiency, tasked with producing free compositions in English. The 

hypothesis was that subjects would treat expletive and referential pronouns the same in 

their L2 (whether successfully produced or not, they would be handled equally), because in 

both their L1 and the L2 they are not syntactically different at surface-level. 
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However, the results did not support this (see figure 1 below). In constructing English 

compositions, all students were more successful at including referential pronouns 

(incorrectly omitted by each group in only (a) 13% and (b) 6% of possible contexts). In 

contrast, expletive pronouns were incorrectly omitted by (a) 76% and (b) 56%. This data 

shows two clear patterns; firstly, that expletive pronouns were significantly more difficult to 

handle, and thus recognised as distinct categories of pronoun, despite neither the L1 nor the 

L2 showing a difference between the two types. Secondly, this pattern occurs regardless of 

the group’s proficiency. 

 

 Group A - 

Novice learners 

Group B – 

Seasoned learners 

Referential 

Pronouns 

(I, he) 

13% 6% 

Expletive Pronouns 

(it, there) 

76% 56% 

 

Fig. 1: Table showing the rate (%) of incorrect pronoun omission in free compositions 

(adapted from Phinney 1987) 

 

These patterns cannot be explained by any comparative pedagogical theory alone; a 

direct transfer of L1 to L2 surface-features would mean that both types of pronouns would 

be incorrectly omitted to an equal degree; for example, both being incorrectly omitted by 
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(a) at a rate of, say, 20% of all possible contexts, as opposed to the actual 13% versus 76%. 

As both types are omitted in Spanish, the errors should show both omitted at an equal rate 

in English. If all that explains errors is the differing surface-characteristics between 

languages, then this phenomenon should not occur. Furthermore, as even proficient 

learners do not handle these pronouns the same, this indicates that this is not a purely 

pedagogical issue, which could have been avoided by education. This indicates that a 

cognitive theory such as UG is required in order to account for this phenomenon, which 

cannot be explained by CA. 

Since neither Spanish nor English superficially mark expletive pronouns as distinct 

from unstressed referential pronouns, this pattern is suggestive of the involvement of UG 

parameters. Parameters account for the notion of deep grammar, being an awareness of 

the functional and semantic distinction between referential and expletive pronouns. Spanish 

holds a plus-value pronoun-drop parameter, while English does not allow omission so holds 

the minus-value. In treating the two types of pronoun differently, the subjects were 

evidently – if unconsciously – aware of the distinction between their deep-grammar (in that 

one is semantically void, and the other has a direct referent) despite their identical surface 

role. UG is uniquely able to explain the seemingly innate awareness of a categorical 

distinction between these two types of pronouns, to two groups with no native experience 

of this categorical deep-grammar. In showing that proficient learners with more experience 

are still disproportionately hindered in correct use of expletive pronouns – so the pronoun-

drop parameter has not yet been reset – also acts as initial evidence that UG parameters 

may have a non-resettable cognitive role. However, this is not the primary aim of this study, 

which I use to demonstrate that UG must play a role in explaining this phenomenon, over 

pedagogical theories. 

A study providing a deeper analysis of the function of these parameters is White’s 

(1991a) research into the effects of explicit instruction on the possible resetting of the verb-

raising parameter. Verb-raising is primarily concerned with the placement of adverbs and 

verbs in syntax. French holds the plus verb-raising parameter, with a word order of SVAdvO, 

while English is minus verb-raising, SAdvVO (clarified in figure 2 below). Two groups of 

French L1 students in an English L2 classroom were tasked with judging grammaticality of 
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English phrases, selecting their preferred sentence formations, and were asked to 

manipulate given words into as many permissible English sentences as possible. As the goal 

was to explore the effects of explicit instruction, one group was explicitly taught 

metalinguistic English adverb placement, with both positive and negative evidence. The 

second group were implicitly instructed through question formation; positive evidence of 

adverb placement was available in the primary linguistic data spoken by the teacher. The 

hypothesis was that with explicit negative evidence, learners will disallow SVAdvO, but 

positive evidence alone is insufficient. 

 

Syntactical 

Structure 

Example Verb-

raising 

parameter 

value 

Per

missible in 

English? 

Perm

issible in 

French? 

Subject-Verb-

Adverb-Object 

She threw 

quickly it 

Plus No  Yes 

Subject-Adverb-

Verb-Object 

She quickly 

threw it 

Minus Yes No 

 

Fig. 2: Table showing the grammaticality of verb-raising (adapted, White 1991a; 

1991b) 

In the short term, results were as hypothesised (see figure 3). When assessed three 

times (pre-test, immediately post-test, and a post-test), the error rate of the question-

instructed group remained high (continuing to accept SVAdvO in English); the implicit 

instruction did not help, and their L1 structure continued to hinder this feature of L2 

learning. The positive evidence in primary linguistic data was not successfully used. In 

contrast, the error rate for the explicitly-instructed group dropped dramatically. However, 

the more useful data for our enquiry is the long-term findings of the experiment. The 
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delayed post-test review (one year after initial instruction) shows that these effects of 

instruction on L2 learning are limited to the short-term (see figure 4). The explicitly-

instructed group reverted to a high error rate (at almost pre-test levels), incorrectly 

accepting their L1 SVAdvO structure at the same rate as the implicitly-instructed group. This 

may indicate that no meaningful cognitive restructuring actually occurred from the negative 

evidence instruction in this experiment; the learners did not take this instruction onboard, 

and likely require frequent reinforcement by regular repetition in order to retain the 

information. The effects of negative evidence teaching were likely held in the short-term 

memory, or simple surface-level repetition, as opposed to true comprehension and 

acquisition of these linguistic principles.  

 

 

Fig. 3: Short-term findings in verb-raising parameter study (White 1991a) 
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Fig. 4: Long-term findings in verb-raising parameter study (White 1991a) 

 

Supporters of UG can use these errors as evidence of L1-set parameters limiting L2 

learning. Even when a stimulus is made explicit in language teaching, the learners have 

reverted to what is easily, cognitively available to them (in this case, reverting to the plus 

verb-raising parameter). According to any pedagogical theory prioritising surface 

characteristics, instruction alone in the explicitly-taught group would be sufficient to retrain 

learners away from their L1 principles. The clear reversion of learners to their L1 parameter 

value is evidence of a cognitive hindrance which limits the effectiveness of this instruction. 

Furthermore, that learners have clearly failed to reset their parameters is evidence against 

PA hypothesis, which proposes a permanent resetting of parameters given sufficient 

instruction. At the least, we can conclude that the instruction given within the experiment 

alone is insufficient to access and reset the given parameter (otherwise, we could observe it 

still set at the new value in the delayed post-test). This then again raises the issue of to what 

extent do we need to attend to parameters before they can be reset. Although the study 

does not provide details of the degree to which the learners reinforced the new verb-raising 

parameter value during their year-long interval, we could presume some continued, general 
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instruction (participants were English L2 students prior to the study and at least some are 

likely to have remained so post-study). The data still leaves room for PA investigation; 

perhaps if a study continuously instructed learners in a specific parameter (rather than a 

one-off class), we could observe concrete resetting in an eventual delayed post-test. 

Unfortunately, practicality hinders those experiments. The available evidence shows a clear 

reversion to L1 parameters in any case, so whether the learner was exposed to that one 

experimental instruction session, or has continually attended to the parameter throughout 

the year, their efforts have been insufficient, as participants reverted to their L1 value. 

There is no evidence suggesting that the parameter has been accessed and permanently 

reset to the desired L2 value as PA would argue for.  

Rather, I argue that the lacking impact of feedback on resetting parameters in the long 

term emphasises the fixed role of UG parameters. Explicit instruction has failed to reset 

parameters simply because these parameters cannot be reset after the critical period. In line 

with ‘fixed’ UG, consciously attending (through exposure and practice) to features of the L2 

which differ from L1-set parameters immediately post-test can temporarily overcome 

parameter limitations. However, they revert to the cognitively-accessible L1 parameter 

values once this ‘attending’ has lessened, post-test. We know anecdotally that feedback can 

assist us in general learning of a wide variety of things; here, it can assist learners in 

temporarily overcoming their set parameters in order to effectively communicate in their 

L2. Rather than considering the given feedback to be insufficient to reset parameters, 

perhaps we should consider it to be sufficient (while attending to it) to temporarily 

overcome the fixed parameters, in order to effectively communicate in the L2. The currently 

available evidence clearly shows a cognitive reversion to (and therefore limitation of) L1-

fixed parameters on learner’s ability to permanently access and acquire novel parameter 

values. 

A further phenomenon of L2 learning requiring explanation is fossilised errors. 

Identified by Selinker (1972), fossilisation occurs when a speaker has neared native 

proficiency in their L2, yet eventually the progress of many speakers will come to a complete 

stop; remaining errors are ‘fossilised’ in their L2 production. Of course, in all cases of 

proficient L2 learners, mistakes will occasionally be made (just as any speaker makes 
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occasional mistakes in their L1), but these errors are systemic and occur reliably across 

syntactic contexts. Speakers themselves are often aware of which errors they are inclined to 

make, yet this does not prevent errors from occurring. 95% of L2 learners will fail to reach 

the same competency level in their target as in their native language, even if fully immersed 

in their L2 target culture for 20+ years (Selinker 1972). True error-free bilingualism is 

hindered by these errors, preventing the majority of learners from reaching a technically 

native proficiency.  

As speakers are usually already aware of which errors they tend to make, no external 

correction or instruction can overcome these errors (Selinker 1972), proving pedagogical 

theories to be insufficient to explain this limitation on acquisition. Rather, fossilization 

appears rooted in internal, cognitive limitations. PA seems insufficient to account for why 

certain parameters can be accessed and reset away from their L1 value given sufficient 

attention and effort, while others remain permanently inaccessible. Fossilization in the L2 of 

many learners demonstrates that some parameters fail to be reset even given time and 

presumably equal attention. PA does not provide an explanation for this lack of uniformity, 

considering which parameters can be successfully reset, and others which – for the majority 

of learners – cannot be. Admittedly, the ‘fixed’ UG position has no current explanation for 

fossilized errors either. However, in considering all parameters fixed to an equal function 

and extent, and overcome only temporarily though conscious effort alone, this version of 

UG provides a more solid, functionally-unified starting point for further theory.  

I suggest that, as fossilisation occurs in the later stages of learning, we should put 

forward a second critical period hypothesis, applying directly to L2 learning. Not only one 

which primarily considers the age of the learner (simply the younger the learner, the easier 

the learning) which has been suggested (Jia 2008) but one which also focuses on the time 

period and intensity of instruction itself, and immersion in the L2. Where children cannot 

reset parameters after the L1 critical period, perhaps an L2 learner cannot (after a certain 

age or time period) consciously attend to and temporarily overcome fixed parameters any 

longer. Perhaps only previously overcome parameters can still be tackled. The ability to 

temporarily overcome fixed parameter values may degenerate, a parallel to the theorised 

biological degeneration of inactivated parameters in L1 acquisition. The 5% of learners who 
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successfully avoid fossilised errors (Selinker 1972) may have completed their learning and 

awareness of L2 syntactic structures (both on the surface and deep-grammar) in a shorter 

time period, prior to the onset of this second critical period. This conflicts with current 

formulations of PA arguing all parameters can be reset at any given time given sufficient 

attention. PA could be reformulated to incorporate this second critical period, but the fixed 

parameters position is able to incorporate this second critical period hypothesis without 

reformulation of the position. Further investigation into the exact L2 learning age and speed 

of subjects who make fossilised errors may shed light on this hypothesis. In any case, we can 

at least assert that UG parameters are the best available explanation for the given evidence 

of fossilisation. 

5. Conclusion 

The studies presented here are of course carefully selected examples, but the current 

evidence base (Selinker 1972; Phinney 1987; White 1991a, 1991b, 1992; Kong 2005) aligns 

with the conclusion that a ‘fixed’ UG is the most successful explanation for these 

phenomena. Future research replicating and highlighting these cognitive limitations on 

learning – particularly in the long-term – would be further verification to this conclusion. 

The actual cognitive processes which enable L2 learning have not been discussed in this 

paper, but the evidence that UG parameters hinder this ability, indicates a likely 

collaboration between UG and pedagogical theory; an interesting area for further research.  

UG today remains a controversial theory (Evans 2019), but its valuable function as the 

best available explanation for the phenomena observed in L2 learning lends some weight to 

the plausibility of the theory of UG overall. A theory which has no explanation for cognitive 

limitations is insufficient to explain the evidence. As shown, a theory wherein UG 

parameters are fixed at a certain value after L1 acquisition can aptly explain the occurrence 

of phenomena such as difficulty in overcoming L1 deep-grammar, reverting to what is 

apparently most cognitively available to the learner, and is a strong foundation from which 

to explain fossilised errors. PA is unable to explain these phenomena as thoroughly. 

Therefore, universal grammar has been shown to play an important role as an inherent 

limitation on the acquisition of an L2, however we must remain specific about the exact role 

we consider the parameters of UG to fulfil. Moving forward, this research helps us 
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understand how best to consider language teaching and learning, as a means for both vital 

fulfilment of the human desire for communication, and a tool for everyday escapism. 
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