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The Undercurrent’s cultural commentary is based on Ayn Rand’s philosophy, Objectivism. Objectivism, 

which animates Ayn Rand’s fiction, is a systematic philosophy of life. It holds that the universe is orderly 

and comprehensible, that man survives by reason, that his life and happiness comprise his highest moral 

purpose, and that he flourishes only in a society that protects his individual rights. In these pages we 

hope to defend these values. To learn more about the ideas behind them, you can begin by reading  

Ayn Rand’s books, such as The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, or by visiting AynRand.org.
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Allegations that the National Security Agency has been con-
ducting intensive surveillance of phone and internet traffic 

have rocketed to the top of the headlines and drawn the attention 
of pundits and concerned Americans for months now� Whatever 
one thinks of Edward Snowden, no one can deny that his whistle-
blowing revelations have started an important national conver-
sation about the role of government in our lives� But—has the 
conversation gone far enough?

Americans are justified in their concern about the news of 
government snooping� Although we do not really know how far 
the government spying program extends, or how much we should 
trust Snowden’s interpretation of the program, it is undeniable 
that we should worry about a government with the power to tap 
into our most intimate of communications�

But if we are going to have a national conversation about secu-
rity and liberty, we need to take a step back and think about what 
these values are and why they matter�

For example: if NSA surveillance programs really involve 
some kind of infringement on liberty, precisely which liberty? At 
worst, the program only listens to our communications but does 
not censor them—but then it does not abridge our freedom of 
speech� Neither does it abridge the freedom of the press or of wor-
ship� Many will say that surveillance without a warrant violates 
our “right to privacy,” but since no such right is mentioned explic-
itly in the Bill of Rights or Constitution, how are we to understand 
why government snooping into our private affairs is so tyrannical?

We value our privacy because we think there are facts about 
our lives which no one has the right to know, aside from those we 
choose to share them with� Critics of government privacy intru-
sion usually invoke the fourth amendment to the Constitution, 
which proclaims that “The right of the people to be secure in 
their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable 
searches and seizures, shall not be violated�” But what do our per-
sons, houses, paper and effects have in common with each other? 
The fourth amendment secures our privacy only to the extent that 
it secures a more fundamental “privacy” right, our right to private 
property�

Critics of government surveillance on the left are not known 
as champions of an unqualified right to private property. And 
yet, we cannot defend any right to the privacy of our communi-
cations without acknowledging the right to private property, the 
right “to gain, to keep, to use and to dispose of material values1�” 
The employees of Verizon have easy access to our phone records 
because we have granted it to them voluntarily as a condition of 
doing business with them� To critique the FISA court order that 
demands extensive access to the metadata of these records, we 
must invoke not only our own but also Verizon’s property rights—
its right to be secure in its corporate papers and effects�

Where, then, is the outrage over recent government intru-
sions into even more private affairs? Consider, for example, the 
other major scandal of this past summer, the allegations that IRS 
employees unfairly targeted tea party and other conservative po-
litical groups who had applied for tax-exempt status� Not only 
did the IRS apparently refuse tax-exempt status to a number of 

groups on the basis of their political ideology, but it even subjected 
these groups to invasive questions, asking for lists of donors and 
speakers at their events, even transcripts of the speeches delivered�

But very little of the fury directed against the NSA has been 
saved for the IRS� Perhaps the double standard is purely partisan, 
but the deeper cause is philosophical: no one seems to think pri-
vacy is sacred when it concerns money� Consider as an illustration 
Nancy Pelosi’s response to the IRS scandal: she argued2 that the 
scandal gives us a reason to overturn the Supreme Court’s Citizens 
United decision, which loosened restrictions on how corporations 
(including nonprofit corporations such as the tea party groups) are 
permitted to spend their money on political advocacy� If it had not 
been for the court’s decision, the argument implies, the IRS would 
not have had to target Tea Party groups for extra scrutiny�

Taken for granted throughout this discussion, however, is 
that there is nothing even distasteful—let alone tyrannical—
about ransacking through someone’s personal finances. Critics of  
Citizens United usually claim that campaign finance restrictions do 
not violate the right to free speech because “money is not speech” 
and because “corporations are not people,” among other reasons� 
But if we don’t have the right to support political groups with our 
own money because money isn’t speech and corporations aren’t 
people, how can we bemoan government intrusion into corporate 
databases? Corporations aren’t people, and databases don’t have 
“privacy”!

If you think that sounds like a ridiculous defense of NSA snoop-
ing, you may be right� But then you should also think Pelosi’s posi-
tion is ridiculous� Government cannot claim a right to search a 
family’s internet account without a warrant on the grounds that 
families are not people and internet accounts are not personal 
papers: families are made up of individuals with rights, and in-
dividuals who need to be able to control their physical posses-
sions, including their digital possessions, in order to pursue their 
happiness� But by the same token, corporations are also groups of 
individuals whose rights do not disappear3 simply because they 
are working in concert with each other� Their money and their 
property (including their databases) are tools they use to exercise 
their right to pursue happiness like anyone else�

Americans are still willing to proclaim indignantly that 
government has no right to poke its nose into private matters 
that are “none of its business�” This phrase was inherited from 
an age when an individual’s ability to engage in business was re-
garded as a matter of sacred right� Today many no longer re-
gard private business or private property rights as deserving of 
the same protection that is sometimes still afforded to the free-
dom of speech and the freedom of the press� But there may be 
no way to separate the first kind of protection from the second. 
All of us need to be able to secure our physical property in all 
of its forms to keep private our communications, and to pur-
sue that most private of values, our own lives� And in the busi-
nesses of running our lives, it’s nobody’s business but our own� 

Valery Publius is the pen name for a teacher living in the American South.
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by J.A. Windham

Since March 1st, when the 2013 
budget sequestration began, 

many political pundits have decried 
the “inevitable” and “disastrous” ef-
fects of cuts on one special interest 
group or another� Recent commen-
tary on marginal cuts to the Na-
tional Institute of Health (NIH) has 
followed suit, with some1 even going 
so far as to call this the beginning of 

a “dark age” for science� 
Such commentary typically features stories of scien-

tists—each pursuing promising research leads at prominent 
universities—who have been reduced to practically beg-
ging the NIH for what they believe to be increasingly sparse 
funds� Yet the current cuts have merely reduced2 the NIH 
budget from $30�8 billion to $29�1 billion� 

Implicit in many of these hyperbolic arguments against 
cuts is the notion that it’s the role of the government to fund 
scientific research. These commentators suppose that state 
coercion is necessary to achieve scientific progress and that 
private individuals should not make decisions about how 
best to manage their own their wealth� They prefer, thus, 
that the government take the wealth it deems necessary for 
scientific progress. 

But the only proper role of government where science is 
concerned is to protect individual rights in the free market, 
allowing new innovation to continue unimpeded� 

When the government coercively funds scientific re-
search, it demands that individuals in the free market sus-
pend their judgment about which research to invest in, to 

how PublIc 
ScIence hInderS 
InnovatIon

the extent of the amount that they are taxed� This means 
that for every percentage point of an individual’s income the 
state takes to fund “scientific investment” in programs like 
the NIH, that potential investor may no longer use his own 
mind to determine how it should be spent� 

But it’s precisely because private individuals are the prop-
er owners and managers of their own wealth that they tend 
to spend it more efficiently than government does. Individu-
als have to work hard for their paychecks—time, energy, 
and their greatest efforts are put into acquiring them� By 
contrast, politicians and bureaucrats have nothing personal 
invested in a government budget, having never worked hard 
to earn it or even to persuade others to voluntarily give it� 
They don’t face the kind of consequences that private in-
dividuals do if their investment is a failure, since the blank 
check provided by taxpayer pockets will always be there to 
fund the next social experiment� 

After the 2008 financial crisis, for example, the Ameri-
can Recovery and Reinvestment Act was touted as a plan 
which would invest in the technology of tomorrow� Over 
$500 million taxpayer dollars were loaned to Solyndra, de-
spite multiple and ultimately prophetic warnings3 that this 
was not a promising investment� 

In fact, government money also endangers innovation 
when it comes—as it always does—with political strings 
attached� A comparative study4 by MIT economist Pierre 
Azoulay of two groups of scientists—one with funding 
from the private non-profit Howard Hughes Medical In-
stitute (HHMI), and the other consisting of NIH MERIT 
award winners—revealed that researchers funded by the 
former were more successful in their respective fields, and 
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(continued on page 15)

had more promising projects, than did those of the latter� 
Federal granting agencies tend to target research projects 
which are most likely to achieve specific government-orient-
ed goals, and thus severely limit5 creativity and flexibility by 
demanding the achievement of those goals, as opposed to 
allowing the discovery process to guide subsequent research� 

The heavy-handed effect of government on innovation is 
painfully obvious in the applied science of medicine� Medi-
care and Medicaid have created a web of red tape which 
doctors must conform to simply to continue practicing at a 
profit. According to a 2011 survey6 of U�S� and Canadian 
doctors and administrators, administrative costs were a far 
greater burden on the resources of American physicians 
than on those of their Canadian counterparts�  Even in the 
U�S�, the effects of the new Affordable Care Act on innova-
tion have been felt palpably in the medical device industry, 
where a tax on venture capital investment7 has slowed the 
pace of innovation to a trickle�  

What evidence is there that the state’s will is a suitable 
replacement for the discipline of the market? Many will 
cite the development of the Internet—the crown jewel of 
“government research�” The Pentagon’s Advance Research 
Projects Agency Network is often cited as the program 
which jump-started the Internet, for the sake of national de-
fense� But Robert Taylor, director of ARPA in the 1960s,  
clarifies8 that it didn’t create the Internet: “The creation of 
the Arpanet was not motivated by considerations of war� 

The Arpanet was not an Internet� An Internet is a connec-
tion between two or more computer networks�” 

Though the Arpanet was one of the world’s first basic 
computer networks, it was at Xerox labs, in 1970s Silicon 
Valley, where the first structured network of such connec-
tions was established through the development of Ethernet 
technology� Because ARPA had not developed the technol-
ogy quickly enough, Xerox proceeded to do so on its own� 

So the men who can truly be credited with the develop-
ment of the Internet into a globally-accessible commercial 
matrix are thinkers such as: Vint Cerf, former program 
manager for ARPA who took his skills to the market, where 
he played an instrumental role in the development of the 
first commercial email system; Tim Berners-Lee, who in-
vented the World Wide Web; and Steve Jobs, who put the 
ideas developed by Xerox to commercial use in many of 
Apple’s first marketed computers. Productivity and innova-
tion tend to flow from the minds of self-interested individuals 
pursuing profit—not from government orders.

The broader story of scientific progress from the Indus-
trial Revolution to the present day provides an overwhelm-
ing case for a laissez-faire approach to scientific research and 
technological development� Clinical biochemist Dr� Terence 
Kealy notes that9 the rate of economic growth for the most 
prosperous industrialized nations does not seem to have 
been improved in any drastic way in the United States by 
the massive boom in Cold War science funding� In fact, de-

ADVERTISEMENT
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no unIverSIty left behInd

In a recent speech1 at the Univer-
sity of Buffalo, President Obama 

described his plans2 to reform high-
er education� The aspect of this plan 
most likely to impact colleges and 
universities involves the creation of a 
new ratings system which will mea-
sure the value of a student’s educa-
tion relative to the amount of money 
they spend to acquire it� 

Based on what we know now, the President’s plan would 
involve increasing the amount of government aid given 
to universities whose students make more money after 
graduation or whose students start and finish at the same 
school. Reductions in financial aid would affect schools that 
do not meet these standards� 

Previous administrations have increased spending on 
higher education just as they have increased spending in 
the healthcare industry� Now, the President’s plan seeks to 
put in place “quality controls” that mirror controls over the 
healthcare industry� 

The cycle of government intervention works something 
like this—as government spends more money on education, 
the cost rises� A recent article3 in The New York Times 
concluded that although higher educational costs are caused 
by a number of factors, the main cause is that the number 
of seats open in universities is limited, while government 
money is seemingly unlimited� 

This is unsurprising, since it is a simple application of the 
law of supply and demand�  Government subsides encourage 
more and more people to spend a combination of private 
and government money on education� But since there is a 

limited supply of seats in universities, the price necessarily 
goes up in order to distribute the limited number of seats to 
those who can afford them�

Since most colleges are unwilling to raise admission 
standards, the average quality of education at most 
universities also decreases� Sometimes, the quality is 
also affected by these increasing numbers of students, 
as administrators struggle to increase the size of their 
institutions� 

The process is currently playing out in the field of higher 
education in much the same way as it has been in the 
healthcare industry for the past quarter of a century� Once 
the government has caused prices to go up through subsides, 
it tries to put in place price controls� When quality of service 
subsequently goes down, it attempts to put in place quality 
controls� The President’s plan combines both price controls 
and quality controls in the same proposal� 

Try as it might, the government’s plan will not improve 
the quality of America’s higher education system� On the 
contrary, it will in fact do more damage to it than it has 
done already� 

First, the creation of a ratings system based on cost and 
reward will necessarily destroy disciplines in the humanities 
which offer less monetarily lucrative degrees.  Just look at 
what happened to the teaching of history and civics4 after 
the passage of No Child Left Behind during the Bush 
administration� Because history did not affect a school’s 
rating, and therefore its budget, it became an irrelevant 
subject pushed to the side� 

Alternately, the plan will continue to turn schools into 
centers of conformity where government-approved dogma is 
preached� This alternative is just as bad, and has a precedent� 

by Thomas Drake

(continued on page 14)
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by Michelle Lenzen

(continued on page 14)

to “lean In,” woMen MuSt abandon 
the falSe Moral Ideal of SelfleSSneSS

Gender inequality is the prob-
lem of our generation,” de-

clared Facebook COO Sheryl 
Sandberg in her 2011 Barnard 
College commencement address� 
Her remarks there have since reig-
nited debate about sexual discrimi-
nation, pay inequality, and the role 
of women in the workforce� Even 

since her inaugural TED Talk1, she has been spearheading 
a campaign to empower women in the workforce� 

Sandberg’s most controversial claim is that women are 
the ones holding themselves back� In her recently released 
book Lean In2, she implores women to take a “seat at the 
table” and “not leave before they leave�” At the same time, 
Sandberg leaves unchallenged the problematic claim that 
sexual discrimination is what is holding women back, 
and fails to explore the deeper causes of the psychological 
barriers that inhibit women in their careers� 

A commonly held belief maintains that for every dollar 
earned by a man, a woman only makes 77 cents� The 
usual suggestion is that when a man and woman of equal 
qualifications are given the same job, the man receives 
higher pay simply because he is a man, i�e�, because of 
sexual discrimination� Many also believe that there are 
fewer women in the workforce—especially in leadership 
positions—because men are chosen over women�

This apparent income inequality is largely a 
misconception� One of the chief reasons men have higher-
earning jobs is because they stay in the workforce longer and 
so are more likely to acquire seniority� Sandberg and others 
do not consider that before Fortune 500 companies can hire 
more women in leadership positions, there need to be more 
qualified women competing for these jobs in the first place. 

Many women choose to leave the workforce to have 
children� As a result, they are not able to put in the time 
needed to strive for higher paying jobs� When this and 
similar factors are accounted for, it turns out that the 77 
cents-on-the-dollar statistic is not exactly accurate3� When 
a woman works the exact same hours as a man in the 
exact same profession, her median earnings are 91 percent 
compared to his� That is still a nine percent gap, but it is 
drastically different from a 23 percent one�

Generally, women earn less in gross income because they 
choose to� Why would women choose to earn less than men? 
Many see it as their role and selfless duty to raise children–
that, in order to be a good mother, they must stay at home� 
Psychologically, some women hold themselves back by 

believing that they must play the role of “nurturer,” a moral 
ideal which is reinforced by longstanding Judeo-Christian 
cultural standards� Even so-called advocates4 of “women’s 
rights” say that women are specially tuned to an “ethics of 
care�” 

On the other hand, not having children and instead 
pursuing a high-income job is considered selfish. Since 
selfishness is thought to be bad, many women choose to be 
“moral” and so decide not to pursue jobs that would allow 
them to earn the same high salaries as men�

The reason why women should be allowed to pursue 
high-income jobs and not be discriminated against on the 
basis of their sex is that they are not doing anything wrong 
in pursuing such careers� Pursuing an advanced career is 
a productive use of one’s life—and it is also selfish. To be 
selfish means to be concerned with one’s own interests, and 
being productive is in one’s own interest� If it is not wrong to 
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of patients3 show significant improvement in their mood and 
self-esteem�

But what of the 50% or more whose self-worth does not 
improve? Clearly, there are numerous potential obstacles 
that might impede a person’s struggles to (re)gain self-es-
teem� But there is one universal factor in the development 
and maintenance of self-worth that cannot be escaped, and 
yet it is rarely discussed in either books or therapy rooms: by 
what standard is one’s “worth” to be evaluated?

When we judge someone as “worthy,” it means we like 
and approve of him or her; our emotional estimate amounts 
to the judgment that they are good� But any such judgment is 
made by some standard, some measure of what it means to 
be good—whether consciously known or not� 

For example, if we are filled with admiration for the in-
genious, self-made entrepreneur who rises out of the slums 
and makes his fortune in Silicon Valley, it is because we be-
lieve—on some level—that persevering against adversity 
to achieve one’s personal ambitions is good� If, on the other 
hand, we believe that sharing in the plight of one’s com-

It is old news by now that large numbers of American col-
lege students suffer from low self-esteem and major de-

pression� In one survey, 30% of students reported1 feeling 
“so depressed that it was difficult to function” at some point 
within the past year� Stories of teen and young adult suicides 
have become alarmingly commonplace, with some 19% of 
American youth2 contemplating or attempting suicide every 
year� 

More alarming still, several decades of clinical and edu-
cational initiatives aimed at improving self-esteem have not 
made a dent in these figures. Anyone who has browsed a 
self-help shelf at Barnes and Noble, consulted a therapist, 
or watched an episode of Oprah knows that prescriptions 
for “raising your self-esteem” abound in our culture� Yet, 
despite the many injunctions to “accept yourself for who you 
are,” the depression epidemic on campuses shows no signs 
of abating�  

To be fair, modern approaches to treating depression do 
work for a lot of people� Among those who opt for either 
medication or evidence-based psychotherapy, some 40-60% 

by Veronica Ryan
reclaIMInG the “Self” In Self-eSteeM

ADVERTISEMENT

(continued on page 10)
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Self-eSteeM   
continued from page 9

munity is a higher good than personal achievement, we will 
feel nothing but scorn for the greedy “profit-chaser” who 
escaped his troubled neighborhood to pursue his own ambi-
tion� 

Likewise, if our words and actions do not fully match 
our internalized standard of the “good,” we will not fully 
admire ourselves� Thus, the standards one has internalized 
will play a crucial role in one’s self-evaluation� Identifying 
those standards and working to internalize healthier ones, 
if needed, should therefore be a crucial step in any effort to 
improve self-esteem� 

Yet this step is conspicuously missing from prominent 
therapeutic approaches� After all, any attempt to guide the 
selection of a proper standard of the “good” presupposes a 
standard of moral goodness, which is a question for philoso-
phy, not psychology� The default answer accepted by most 
of our culture (including psychologists) is: “Be selfless.” But 
how does this bode for self-esteem?

Imagine you are about to graduate from college and 
you’re developing a cool new idea for an app� You do some 
research into the current world of tech start-ups, and are 
excited to discover that Silicon Valley may be ripe for your 
invention� But as you plan your big move to San Francisco, 
you are reminded of a competing “duty”: your mother urges 
you to return home to help her keep an eye on your drug-
addicted brother� What do you do?

If your moral worth is measured by your selfless devotion 
to others in need, the “good” choice is obvious: you must re-
turn home� Yet you also know that your chance at happiness 
and self-fulfillment awaits you in Silicon Valley, and some 
part of you even feels there is good in dedicating yourself to 
the fearless pursuit of your ambitions� 

Suppose you decide to pursue your business venture� 
Mixed with any pride you might feel as you begin to profit 
from your new invention will be some guilt and self-loathing 
at the selfish path you have chosen. The weight of that guilt, 
in turn, will sap your enthusiasm about developing your 
business� Absent any moral compass to direct your pursuit 
of an ambition you regard as inherently immoral, you will 
likely lose focus and become increasingly half-hearted in 
your efforts to perfect your idea� It is in such circumstances 
that ambitious people develop addictions of their own, to 
distract them from their guilt� Before you know it, you will 
have undermined your success on both the moral and profes-
sional fronts, dealing a double-blow to your self-esteem�

What if, instead, you do your “duty” and return home to 
your struggling family? Imagine what would become of your 

self-respect as you clean your brother’s puke-stained shirts 
and bloody noses, suppressing all thoughts of how you might 
have felt while launching your product or brainstorming 
new ideas with fellow techies in Silicon Valley� How much 
admiration would you feel for yourself as you notice your in-
evitably growing sense of resentment at your brother, who is 
the cause of your exile from a world where you would actu-
ally feel at home? How much can you truly like yourself, and 
for how long, once you have given up precisely those aspects 
of yourself you liked the most—whether your knack for creat-
ing software, or any other pursuit that brings you personal 
pleasure and enjoyment? How can you like your self while 
renouncing all that which you selfishly value? 

In fact, any attempt to uphold “selflessness” as a moral 
standard guarantees the erosion of your self-esteem, re-
gardless of what course you choose� After all, part of what 
it means for something to be “esteemed”—be it a job, a per-
son, an idea, or a “self”—is to bring pleasure and personal 
value to the esteemer� But to pursue that which brings you 
pleasure and personal value is the very essence of selfishness. 
To attempt to live by a “selfless” moral code is to become, in 
effect, your own worst enemy; the degree to which you want 
or like a thing is the exact degree to which you must dislike 
yourself for pursuing it� 

In every decision you face, large or small—whether it’s 
what to do after graduation, what courses to take next se-
mester, or whose dinner invitation to accept on a Friday 
night—you have to choose among numerous alternative 
paths, and it is morality’s proper task to guide you in identi-
fying a path that aligns with your longer-term goals and val-
ues. Yet a code of “selflessness” provides only one essential 
dictate by which to select and evaluate your actions: thou 
shalt not consider your own goals and values; in other words, 
thou shalt not do what you like—and thus, shalt not be the 
person you want to be� 

Imagine, by contrast, the power of a moral standard that 
explicitly upholds your happiness—i�e�, the achievement of 
your most deeply held, self-chosen values—as the highest 
moral good� Instead of being stuck in a constant negotia-
tion between guilty pleasure and self-righteous misery, you 
would experience the invigorating pride and confidence 
that properly accompany the pursuit of a cause one knows 
to be good. It is this unconflicted sense of pride that motivates 
the often-exacting effort and discipline required to achieve 
one’s long-term ambitions, whether in the professional, aca-
demic, or personal realm� 

(continued on page 15)
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money or sex conventional moralists have asked us to 
renounce� Rand reminds us in her book The Virtue of 
Selfishness: “Man cannot survive, like an animal, by act-
ing on the range of the moment� � � �  [He] has to choose 
his course, his goals, his values in the context and terms 
of a lifetime�”

Most people already realize that in some parts of life, 
we must act on definite principles if we want to achieve 
a long-range goal, such as health or nutrition� But hu-
man life requires more than good health and good 
nutrition� We need not only a healthy body, but also 
a healthy mind, to aid us in creating our many physi-
cal necessities� We need a central productive purpose, 
to channel our many efforts efficiently. And we need 
sense of own efficacy, to sustain our motivation. Ayn 
Rand summarized this, again in The Virtue of Selfishness: 
“The values which, together, are the means to and the 
realization of one’s ultimate value, one’s own life-are: 
Reason, Purpose, Self-Esteem�”

Understanding how these values are not only means, 
but components of a human life, we can begin to see 
how Ayn Rand could regard selfishness as a virtue. 
Once we grasp that human life is more than health and 
nutrition, we see that some principles of action required 
for living selfishly are recognizable as long-cherished 
virtues, not as commandments, but as practical means 
to achieving selfish ends. Productiveness is a virtue be-
cause human beings survive by altering their environ-
ment, not by adapting to it� Honesty is a virtue because 
we cannot retain a healthy mind while faking reality, as 
by expecting others to produce for us. Justice is a virtue 
because we cannot live, learn, or prosper in a society 
without rewarding others for doing the same�

So who needs morality? Nobody needs the conven-
tional morality of self-sacrifice, and its advocates have 
rarely pretended that anyone does� But Ayn Rand for-
mulated a new code of morality, one that rejects the 
stale edicts of convention, while embracing the new 
responsibilities required by reason, purpose, and self-
esteem� This is the kind of morality we need, the moral-
ity of rational selfishness. “If you wish to go on living,” 
Ayn Rand wrote in Atlas Shrugged, “what you now need 
is not to return to morality-you who have never known 
any-but to discover it�”

Valery Publius is the pen name for a teacher living in the American South.

Do you lead a moral life? To many this may sound 
like an old-fashioned question� To them, the idea of 

“morality” connotes a series of stale, burdensome rules, 
usually urging chastity, renunciation, and tithing� Most 
people, of course, will refuse to break certain moral ta-
boos, usually because of social pressure� But few thirst 
for living a moral life, which is thought to be impracti-
cal and at odds with modern life�

One thing is for sure: morality as it is understood 
conventionally is at odds with life, modern or other-
wise� The advocates of conventional morality—preach-
ers, prophets, and professors—have always embraced 
the impracticality of the moral life, urging that a will-
ingness to sacrifice and suffer is precisely the mark of a 
superior character�

But why? Why would anyone regard the embrace 
of impracticality as a “superior” thing? Why does con-
ventional morality require self-sacrifice? The answers 
have always been the same: God demands it, or society 
dictates it, or this is what your mother raised you to 
believe�

But why assume morality is defined by somebody 
else’s commandment? To live a moral life is just to live 
a good life, insofar as it is open to your choice� One phi-
losopher, Ayn Rand, thought that the principles of lead-
ing a good life could be formulated in much the same 
way that principles of good health or good nutrition are 
formulated: on the basis of natural, observable facts, 
rather than arbitrary edicts� On this basis, she argued 
that while we do not need conventional morality, we do 
need a new, unconventional one�

Ayn Rand observed that water and sunlight are good 
for a plant, that food and shelter are good for an ani-
mal� In general, an organism’s action is good whenever 
it results in that organism’s survival� She proceeded to 
apply this insight to the question of the human good� 
This unconventional approach resulted in an uncon-
ventional moral code, one that upheld self-interest, not 
self-sacrifice: “The purpose of morality,” she wrote in 
Atlas Shrugged, “is to teach you, not to suffer and die, but 
to enjoy yourself and live�”

Morality, on Rand’s view, is not a set of arbitrary, 
useless commandments, but a code of practical prin-
ciples required for human life� But living practically is 
not as simple as embracing indiscriminately whatever 

(Originally published  September, 2006)

by Valery Publius
MoralIty: who needS It

by Valery Publiusby Valery Publius
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A few years ago, the state of Texas introduced state-
mandated history textbooks5 that covered “conservatism” 
in glory while omitting key minority figures from the past. 

Under a system where government demands that it 
get what it pays for, the humanities will either become the 
propaganda mouthpieces for each and every administration’s 
political dogma or will otherwise be cut as universities seek 
to improve their figures. 

Neither result is proper nor does either actually increase 
the quality of education�

Most importantly, the President’s plan will make the 
underlying philosophy of our educational system one of pure 
pragmatism� It will not matter that a student knows nothing 
of how the world should work or has worked in the past, as 
long as they know how it works in the present as articulated 
through government-approved curricula� 

Fueled by pragmatism, knowledge deemed less useful 
by the government, vis-à-vis its ratings system, will be 
disregarded� Freedom of inquiry will be abridged, as 
professors are made to conform to standards not unlike the 
“common core”6 standards governing secondary schools, 
and schools are forced to adopt a set curriculum on the 
model of No Child Left Behind� Critical thinking skills will 
go by the wayside in universities, as test taking gains more 
importance� 

President Obama’s plan will not fix the system’s problems 
but will complicate them further� The solution involves 
removing government from the process of higher education� 

Reducing government subsidies for students would 
enable the cost of college to fall, as more people weighed the 
risk7 and reward of attendance� 

Moreover, reducing government regulation of universities 
would enable consumers to make their own decisions 
about the quality of an institution, rather than having the 
government make those decisions for them, often to their 
detriment� 

In a “free” educational system, government determines 
what degrees are valuable and who should have them� In 
a free market educational system, individuals determine the 
value attached to an education and whether it is valuable 
to them�  The former encourages conformity and blind 
adherence to standards while the latter permits individuals 
the freedom to establish and pursue their own goals�

If a stronger, more functional educational system is to 
be had, President Obama’s program and others like it must 
be rejected� Otherwise, our higher education system and 
the students who are part of it really will be left behind�  

Thomas Duke is a graduate student in Communication Studies at the 
University of Alabama.
1is.gd/RvuETJ 4is�gd/Tu09XL 6is�gd/XXZ9XM  
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be productive, then why is it wrong to be selfish? Likewise, 
it is in the self-interest of employers to hire and retain the 
most productive individuals they can, so it is in their self-
interest to treat both men and women justly� If this principle 
of justice is morally right, then how can the selfish motive 
underlying it be morally wrong? (See “Morality: Who Needs 
It” in this issue�)

Sandberg says in her book that “rather than engage in 
philosophical arguments” she wants to provide practical 
solutions, but what she fails to consider is that philosophical 
ideas are at the root of what is really holding women back� 
Her book acknowledges that it is a prejudice that women 
should have different goals than men—that they should 
want to contribute to society and improve the lives of others� 
But she does not address why so many women have felt 
pressured to adopt these different goals� Women have felt an 
obligation to contribute to society and to help others because 
they embrace the baseless philosophical ideal of selflessness. 

Having a child can be a selfish choice, granted that it 
in one’s own interests and aligns with one’s values� Having 
children can be an investment, just like putting more hours 
into work each week� It is an opportunity to nurture and 
cultivate the long-term development of another in the image 
of one’s own values� Like any other relationship between 
two individuals there are many benefits to be gained from 
the interaction, but not every relationship or friendship has 
the same value or any value at all� Therefore, whether one 
should have a child or not depends on the individual� 

Selfless parenting is bad parenting. When one does 
something not because one wants to do it, but because one 
feels it is one’s duty or obligation, one often doesn’t do it 
well� It is not unlike being asked to complete a task at work 
that one thinks is pointless, or which doesn’t have any long-
term value and is not in one’s self-interest� Parenting is too 
important to be done reluctantly and drudgingly� Parenting 
out of duty leads to resenting one’s children, not loving them� 

If we want women to move forward in the workforce and 
strive for greater success, we all need to lean in� Namely, 
we need to lean into the task of thinking for ourselves and 
seeking only what will be of value and of long-term benefit 
to ourselves. We must abandon the ideal of selflessness on 
philosophical grounds and embrace the morality of rational 
self-interest� The problem of our generation is not one of gender 
inequality, but rather of oppression by invalid moral ideals�  

Michelle Lenzen is the pen name of a first-year student at the School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago.
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Of course, the idea of an explicitly selfish moral stan-
dard is still too radical to have been incorporated into 
mainstream psychological approaches� But such an alter-
native does exist, and it is elucidated in other pages of this 
issue (see “Morality: Who Needs It”)� Unlike its more con-
ventional counterparts, this code has a logical basis in the 
factual requirements of human life and flourishing. Without 
such a healthy, life-promoting alternative to offer, psycholo-
gists are forced to sidestep the issue of moral standards 
altogether� Yet we have no choice about needing to judge 

PublIc ScIence
continued from page 4

Self-eSteeM
continued from page 10

ourselves by some standard; our only choice is whether to 
remain guilt-bound to whatever hodgepodge of selfless 
duties we have absorbed from our family and culture, or 
to opt for the duty-free alternative—and bask in the joy of 
being proudly, selfishly good�  

Veronica Ryan is the pen name for a Ph.D. student in clinical  
psychology. 
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spite exponential increases in government spending on re-
search over the past few decades, findings published by the 
Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development 
indicate that between 1971 and 1998, publicly funded re-
search and development had virtually no impact on growth 
rates� 

This much should be obvious, though� The vast major-
ity of paradigm-shifting innovators over the past two centu-
ries were not the products of government research� Henry 
Ford did not revolutionize the automobile industry with his 
Model T Ford and the assembly line by the grace of gov-
ernment subsidies� Alexander Fleming did not need to beg 
for government funds in order to observe the growth of a 
Pennicilium mold in his laboratory� Alexander Graham Bell’s 
curiosity, experimentation, and eventual invention of the 
telephone were not inspired by government edict� 

Most innovation today flows from research funded by 
private investment� Often this investment comes from busi-
nessmen running large-scale commercial enterprises, seek-
ing to most efficiently manage their resources. One of the 
most important components of successful businesses, espe-
cially those specializing in technology, is a research and de-
velopment team that can outdo competitors� Consider Steve 
Jobs once again. When the idea10 for an MP3 player which 
had its own digital marketing interface and software (iTunes) 
was proposed at Apple, Jobs dedicated 100% of his energy 
to its development� 200 Apple employees, 80 engineers, and 
untold funds were funneled into the development of the de-
vice that would revolutionize the entire music and entertain-
ment industry� Countless technological developments since 
then, from touch-screen to razor-thin processing systems, 
have been made in attempts to compete with the iPod and 
its Apple-born progeny� 

Private interests also have a long history of funding 
groundbreaking, farsighted scientific research. After Flem-
ming’s initial observation of Pennicilium, British research-
ers Howard Florey and Ernst Chain became interested in 
the practical applications of his discovery� Upon rejection 

of their application for a grant by the British government’s 
Medical Research Council, they turned11 to The Rockefell-
er Foundation. John D. Rockefeller established the founda-
tion, in part, to see the kinds of game-changing innovations 
which Florey and Chain would make come to light� By 1945, 
after receiving a 5-year grant from Rockefeller’s foundation 
for their research, Florey and Chain shared the Nobel Prize 
with Flemming for the development of medical penicillin� 

Whether through directly commercial research or phi-
lanthropy funded by commerce, science is advanced best 
when individuals must use their minds to choose where to 
put their money, in hopes of funding the next big idea� Gov-
ernment coercion is conspicuously absent from this equa-
tion� 

The expansive story of scientific progress over the past 
two centuries involves many compelling examples of private 
innovation� But their story is largely untold, because it oc-
curs all around us, every single day� It is the story of every 
individual’s pursuit of his creative passions, curiosities, and 
interests� And in order for this story to continue, each indi-
vidual’s mind—and the wealth that it produces—must be 
his to use�

Scientific progress, thus, is much more likely to develop 
in a system devoid of state coercion—that is, in a laissez-
faire economy such as was present during the immense 
scientific progress of the Industrial Revolution in America. 
In a system that permits private individuals to make, keep, 
and spend their wealth in the manner which they see fit, 
the state is properly barred from inhibiting individuals from 
the peaceful pursuit of their own lives� No one can force the 
minds of private market participants to innovate, and no 
one should try to� 

J.A. Windham is a first-year law student at the University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill.
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