
FAll 2014  theundercurrent.org
issue #26

 
“It was as if an underground stream flowed through the country and broke out in sudden springs that shot to the surface at random, in unpredictable places.”– Ayn Rand

Minimum Wage Jobs are Opportunities to be Thankful For ����������������������������� (4)

The Cause of  the Adjunct Crisis ���������������������������������������������������������������������� (7)

Don’t Blame the Victims in the Gaza War ������������������������������������������������������� (8)

“Check Your Privilege” Insults Your Intellectual Autonomy ��������������������������� (10)

Campus Club Honor Roll  ����������������������������������������������������������������������������� (16)

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.

OBJECTIVISM

How Hobby Lobby's Victory 
Cheapens the Right to 
Personal Liberty (p. 2)
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T          his summer, the Supreme 
Court’s decision in Burwell v. Hobby 
Lobby was the subject of much public 
controversy and discussion� In that 
case, employer Hobby Lobby chal-
lenged provisions of the Affordable 
Care Act (“ACA”) which mandated 
that certain corporations cover birth 
control for female employees�1 Hobby 

Lobby argued that the mandates violated the company’s sin-
cerely held religious beliefs� In particular, Hobby Lobby ar-
gued that the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (“RFRA”) 
provided strict protection for its right to the free exercise of 
religion, and that the ACA’s mandates were correspondingly 
illegal�

The Supreme Court sided with Hobby Lobby� Though 
some pundits have been quick to applaud the decision as a 
victory for personal freedom, deeper consideration reveals a 
more ominous result�2

Religious freedom has long been held as a cherished 
and respected right in the United States� The Founding 
Fathers—inspired by an Enlightenment philosophy which 
stressed freedom of conscience and independence of the 
mind—had a deep appreciation for the importance of reli-
gious freedom as a political right� Thomas Jefferson, for in-
stance, requested before his death that his authorship of the 
Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom be included among 
his life’s greatest achievements on his tombstone�3 It’s no 
surprise, then, that the First Amendment requires that Con-
gress refrain from “prohibiting the free exercise” of religion 
(the Free Exercise Clause)� 

But the First Amendment also provides, specifically, that 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion” (the Establishment Clause)� This Clause has 
been generally interpreted as forbidding the government 
from legislating on or otherwise intervening in matters of 
religion� On this interpretation, the government can neither 
favor one religion over another, nor can it act to promote re-
ligion as such (as against no religion)—it must take a hands-
off approach to religion� 

Though in the past, Supreme Court decisions4 have re-
quired the government to demonstrate a “compelling” inter-
est before burdening a person’s free exercise of religion, the 
Clause lost vigor in the 1980s and 1990s, when some of the 
Court’s decisions weakened constitutional protections for 
religious freedom (notably, in a controversial case, the Su-
preme Court upheld governmental practices that burdened 
Native Americans’ use of psychoactive substances in con-
nection with religious rituals5)�Congress responded in 1993  

 
by enacting strict statutory protection for religious freedom  
in the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, which expressly 
precludes government from “substantial[ly] burden[ing] a 
person’s free exercise of religion � � � �”6

In the Hobby Lobby opinion, the Court specifically held 
that the ACA’s contraceptive mandates “substantially bur-
dened the exercise of religion” by requiring individuals 
“to engage in conduct that seriously violates their sincere 
religious belief that life begins at conception,” or suffer “se-
vere economic consequences�”7 In sum, the Court held that 
Hobby Lobby’s religiously motivated opposition to the ACA 
warranted a special exemption from the law� The Court’s 
decision thus involves not only a clash of litigants, but an ap-
parent clash of principles as well� The Free Exercise Clause 
and RFRA seem to imply that those who hold religious be-
liefs deserve special protection and should not be legislative-
ly compelled to violate those beliefs� But the Establishment 
Clause seems to say just the opposite—that citizens are to be 
treated equally before the law, regardless of their respective 
ideologies�

At root, the decision reaffirmed the underlying premise 
of RFRA, and of the First Amendment as currently inter-
preted: that freedom of religion is a primary, stand-alone 
right, worthy of special protection� Rather than holding 
true to the principles underlying the Establishment Clause, 
the Court held that Hobby Lobby’s beliefs were to be given 
special status under the law because they were religious ones� 
That’s a dangerous premise to adopt, because it miscon-
strues entirely the right to religious freedom and its place 
among the hierarchy of individual rights�

In treating religious freedom as a primary, the Court in-
vites the possibility of a conflict between the Establishment 
Clause and the freedom to practice one’s religion� But the 
prohibition of state-established religion is in fact a means 
to the protection of religious free exercise. Many of the first 
colonists came to the New World in search of the freedom 
to practice their religious beliefs because they were seeking 
asylum from persecution by the state-sanctioned Church 
of England� The government does not need to sponsor a 
church to sponsor religion and infringe on religious free ex-
ercise� This is why the Supreme Court was wise to rule on 
the side of the Jewish families who sued New York state offi-
cials who composed an official prayer for recitation in public 
schools� By its hands-off approach to religion in general, the 
Establishment Clause thus helps to protect the individual’s 
free exercise thereof—whatever its form�8

 
1 http://is�gd/16Dpvy 2http://is�gd/4knBeC 3http://is�gd/oIIxYz 
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egoistic morality. 

 
Owning your life is not easy. It demands 
ruthless honesty, integrity, and a sense of 
justice. It means finding and sustaining a 
productive purpose. It means developing the 
self-esteem necessary to resist the siren calls 
of those voices who would have you take the 
easy path, the path of surrendering your life 
to others who would live it for you. It de-
mands a moral code.
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by Sarah Martinson

These jobs also provide workers the opportunity to advance 
within a company� At both of my previous jobs, within 2 to 3 years 
of working there, hourly workers became assistant and depart-
ment managers� Many establishments such Target, Wal-Mart, 
McDonald’s, KFC, and Burger King even offer college scholar-
ships to student workers�5 If I had continued working at these jobs 
I would have earned an employee scholarship�

While the monetary compensation of a minimum wage job 
is small, the opportunity for character growth is huge� The most 
successful workers at minimum wage jobs are the ones who treat 
their job as if it is their ideal career� They work the most hours, 
develop one-on-one relationships with their supervisors, and 
come in when they are not scheduled� They look at their job as an 
opportunity not only to learn skills but also to develop valuable 
character traits such as accountability, independence, and reli-
ability� Today’s job market is extremely competitive and demands 
the most from jobseekers� Particularly for students, a minimum 
wage job provides a great opportunity to prepare for the chal-
lenges they will face searching for their ideal career after gradua-
tion�6 To get ahead one has to be assertive and a minimum wage 
job provides a chance to do that�

For these reasons minimum wage jobs are of great value to 
workers, and they should be grateful for them�

While minimum wage jobs are very beneficial to workers, the 
reason employers hire workers is to profit from their labor. How 
much a worker is paid should (and would in a free market) be 
a reflection of their value to their employer. Some workers are 
better at their jobs than others� If workers are to be paid justly 

Debate has raged ever since 
Obama proposed that the min-

imum wage be increased to $10�10 
per hour� According to the Congres-
sional Budget Office this would re-
sult in the loss of 500,000 jobs, in-
creasing unemployment and a large 
number of individuals in poverty�1 
Other sources say increasing the 
minimum wage will reduce poverty, 
raising the income of low-salary 
individuals, reducing their use of 

food stamps and welfare�2 In many states, McDonald’s and Wal-
Mart workers have protested or gone on strike demanding higher 
wages�3 Most recently, hundreds of workers stormed the McDon-
ald’s headquarters in Oak Brook, Illinois demanding the right to 
unionize and a $15 per hour wage�4

To evaluate this controversy, I have reflected on my own work 
experience� Right out of high school I would have loved to work 
for more than $8.25 per hour, but I now realize the benefits of 
working a minimum wage job are more than the meager source 
of income�

Minimum wage workers don’t earn much� But by paying 
them so little, employers can afford to take a chance on workers 
who would otherwise not be able to get a job, because they lack a 
degree, connections, or advanced skills� Though minimum wage 
jobs do not require advanced skills, they give workers an opportu-
nity to learn skills� By learning valuable skills and acquiring work 
experience, workers are preparing themselves to compete for 
even better jobs� Once I graduated from high school and found a 
job to start earning money for college, it was much easier to find 
a second job, to gain more hours, and acquire better employment 
with higher wages�

(continued on page 14)

are Opportunities to be Thankful For
Minimum Wage Jobs
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A recent article in The Atlantic sheds 
light on the so-called “adjunct 

crisis” in today’s universities�1 Uni-
versities are relying more and more 
on adjunct professors, the part-time 
professors who comprise some 50% 
of the academic workforce�2 The ar-
ticle goes on to allege that the cause 
of the crisis is the “corporatization” of 
the university, the process of reorga-
nizing the university to make it more 

financially viable. When applied to employment decisions, this 
system allegedly encourages colleges to seek adjuncts who are 
willing to work for low pay with few of the privileges reserved 
for traditional tenured professors� Among other aspects of the 
crisis, the article alleges that one of the worst side effects of the 
crisis is that adjunct professors, are not able to contribute to the 
“research output of American universities�”

On the contrary, the “adjunct crisis” has not grown out of the 
so-called corporatization of the university� Instead, the crisis is 
largely a product of the very assumption which both the author of 
the article and universities across the nation have swallowed: that 
research is valuable as an end in itself�

It is this assumption that has led to the widely established prac-
tice of granting tenure based largely on one’s ability to publish 
research in journals� As things stand, many faculty members are 
encouraged to conduct research rather than focus on teaching�

While research is celebrated and prioritized, teaching remains 
the source of economic value via tuition dollars, and in turn pays 
employee salaries� Because tenured faculty are expected to spend 
large amounts of their time researching, universities must find 
someone to staff classrooms. Adjuncts exist to fill this role. They 
do much of the productive work that subsidizes a class of research-
ers who are supposed to be discovering knowledge for its own sake�

In essence, the teaching work of adjuncts subsidizes the re-
search work of tenured faculty, in a way that leads critics to char-
acterize their relationship as parallel to that between the feudal 
serf and his lord� The assumption that research is inherently worth 
conducting has led to the creation of what left-leaning, pro-labor 
academics would otherwise describe as a Marxist dystopia where, 
as another article in The Atlantic notes, you have: “two classes: ten-
ured professors who are decently paid � � � and adjuncts who are 
paid at the poverty level�”3

 This view that research is an end in itself is born of the Pla-
tonic notion that the highest and “purest” knowledge is not useful 
in the practical world, but valuable only as something to be con-
templated� Plato considered knowledge of the physical world to 
be unworthy of contemplation and fit only for the lowest classes. 
For Plato, the highest purpose of the wise was to pursue this pure 
knowledge� In his view, the pursuit of such knowledge is so im-
portant that philosophers deserve to exist at the top of the social 
pyramid to be supported by the productive class of society, over 
whom they as philosopher kings would rule�

The Cause of  the Adjunct Crisis: 
How a Research Focus is Destroying Higher Education

by Thomas Duke

 
1 http://is�gd/U8LcVf 2 http://is�gd/sdziyr 3 http://is�gd/NKKxyR
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Don’t Blame the 
Victims in the Gaza War

The war between Israel and Hamas in Gaza has been 
pushed out of the headlines, replaced by stories of 

bloodshed elsewhere in the world. Even as ceasefires have 
been adopted, they have usually been broken by barrages 
of Hamas rockets�1 Though the conflict has calmed down 
for the moment, we cannot ignore the story, if only because 
it raises important questions that too many people try too 
hard not to answer�

Emotions run high in any controversy about life or death, 
and rightly so� It is easy to want to take no stand, throw 
up one’s hands, and say that there is no answer, or to feign 
neutrality and say that both sides are at fault� So it takes 
real courage to see through the haze of wartime emotion to 
choose a side to defend�  

In this war, there is a moral principle on which one can 
and should take a stand� The principle is: “Do not blame 
the victim�”

Who is the victim in this conflict? To date, over 1,900 
Gazans have died, while only 67 Israelis (most of them sol-
diers) have met a similar fate�2 Depending on whom you ask, 
anywhere between half3 to a hefty majority of the Gazan 
casualties are “civilians�”4 These numbers have become the 
focus of the debate� They blot out of most people’s minds 
questions about who is the aggressor and who is the victim 
in the war� But the numbers don’t answer those questions�

Some have said that the proximate cause of the current 
conflict was the June 12th kidnapping and murder of three 
Israeli teenagers�5 Hamas applauded these kidnappers and 
has refused to rein in the splinter groups who supported 
them�6 But even before the kidnapping and Israel’s subse-
quent crackdown on known terrorists in the West Bank, 
militants in Gaza had been firing rockets into Israeli terri-
tory for months,7 as early in 2014 as March�8 And this was 
only the most recent attack this year� Almost as soon as a 
truce was negotiated in November of 2012, rocket attacks 
from Gaza immediately9 and repeatedly broke the truce�10

Of course one cannot understand the cause of this latest 
series of conflicts without evaluating the wider context of the 

struggle between Israel and the Palestinians, and that is a 
question we cannot pursue here�11

 But even those who think that Israel is the victim in this 
conflict cannot get past the scale of the casualties suffered 
in the war� Gaza is a tiny, densely populated urban enclave 
pressed up against the sea� Israel knows that if it tries to op-
pose Hamas with force, it kills Gazan civilians� And nearly 
everyone agrees that this makes the choice morally dubious� 
The only disagreement is about whether Israel can afford to 
avoid its allegedly imperfect choice�

This conventional reasoning is difficult to resist, as long 
as one accepts a number of conventional moral assump-
tions� But let’s take a deep breath and ask some hard ques-
tions that challenge these assumptions�

If a bloodthirsty maniac aims his gun at you and you 
have every reason to think he’s about to shoot, do you think 
you have the right to shoot him first? Most people would say 
yes. But why?

Some say that you have the right to kill the maniac, but 
only because, being a maniac, he might kill many other peo-
ple. But what if he only has a quarrel with you? Should you 
then lay down your life to avoid killing him? Or do you have 
a real right to self-defense,12 a right to your own life?13 Many 
will agree that there is a right to self-defense� As the victim 
of aggression, you have the right to fight back.

But here’s the test for whether you really agree with this 
idea� What if ten or even a hundred maniacs come at you 
with guns? Suppose you are an expert marksman and you 
can eliminate each one� Do you still have the right to kill 
this many people in defense of your one single life?

Some philosophers think self-defense needs to be “pro-
portionate�”14,15 To kill a hundred people to save just one 

Recognize Their Right to Self-Defense
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ADVERTISEMENT

sounds dramatically disproportionate� So if you still think you 
have the right to do this, you must agree that the morality 
of self-defense is not a numbers game; that it is not about 
calculating the effect of your decision on some “greater hap-
piness�” If a hundred killers threaten your life, they are evil 
and do not deserve to live�

As an individual who is the victim of aggression, you have 
the right to protect the value of your own precious individual 
life, even if it means opposing a whole collective mass of kill-
ers� The right to self-defense is an absolute individual right�

None of this is any different for soldiers protecting in-
nocent citizens from aggressors� If hundreds of Hamas mili-
tants fire rockets, and through their sheer ineptitude, only 
threaten a smaller number of Israeli citizens, Israeli soldiers 
have the right to kill hundreds of Hamas militants�

But let’s ask one more hypothetical question� What if that 
bloodthirsty maniac who is training his gun on you also has 
an innocent hostage, so that the only way to shoot back is to 
risk the death of the hostage? Do you have the right to shoot 
back even though you may also kill the hostage?

If you think you don’t have that right, why not? Why 
should you lay down your life to protect the hostage? Why 
is the hostage’s life more important than yours? It is your one and 
only irreplaceable life� You don’t get to congratulate yourself 
for saving the hostage from your grave� If you think that 
the right to self-defense is an absolute individual right, you 
should agree you have the right to shoot back�16

As individuals we aren’t responsible for the evil choices 
of others� If a thief running from the police steals a car, he 
rather than the police is responsible for that theft� If he in-
jures innocent bystanders while in the car chase, he rather 

than the police is responsible� And if he takes a hostage and 
threatens the police, then if the police injure or kill the hos-
tage while defending themselves, he, the hostage-taker, is 
still responsible�

To blame yourself for the death of any hostage when you 
are battling for your own life is to blame the victim of ag-
gression� The death of innocents in war is a moral crime� 
The responsibility for the crime rests with the aggressors, 
not with those who defend themselves against aggression�

Any innocent civilians in Gaza are the hostages of the 
tyrannical Hamas regime� If a disproportionate number of 
them die as Israelis attempt to defend themselves, it is a tes-
tament to the scale of Hamas’ hostage-taking (and to the 
ineptitude of their military capabilities against Israel)� Israel 
too has the right to defend itself�17

A nation that surrenders itself to hostage takers should 
not console itself that it is at least keeping the world safe for 
hostages� On the contrary, by bowing to the demands of 
thugs who take human shields, it only encourages thugs to 
take more and more of these shields whenever they want a 
license to get away with murder� This is the world in which 
we now live�18

Hamas knows that it cannot win any military confron-
tation with Israel. Why, then, does it start these wars? To 
bait Israel into defending itself and to killing Gazan civil-
ians, and thereby to impugn Israel’s moral standing with the 
world� Israel can refuse to take this bait—not by refusing 
to defend itself, but by insisting on its moral right to defend 
itself, and reminding the world not to blame the victim�

 
16 http://is�gd/3MGT0l 17 http://is�gd/RrXfUi 18 http://is�gd/zOPMen
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privileged than others� When they ask us to check our privilege, 
they mean it in the sense that we should check our privilege at 
the door when we engage in a policy debate� What would this 
mean?

Howerton says we fail to check our privilege when we are 
“insensitive to the life experiences of others�” She lists a series 
of opinions that she seems to think one could not hold without 
being insensitive in this way: for example, one is being insen-
sitive if one thinks the black community overreacted to the 
Trayvon Martin story, or that gays should stop complaining 
about marriage rights, or that handicapped parking spaces are 
unfair� Etc�

Sometimes we can make mistakes by failing to empathize 
with the position of another� If a teacher prepares an exam that 
would be easy for him but impossible for his students, it may 
be because the teacher unjustifiably assumes that the students 
know more than they possibly could given their education so 
far� Or if students get angry at a teacher for not returning grad-
ed papers right away, it may be because the students unjustifi-
ably assume that the teacher has plenty of free time�

A failure to empathize can also lead to disagreement in 
politics—but it is not the only reason� Perhaps some people op-
pose welfare programs because they think the life of indigent 
people would be easy in the absence of such programs� But 
many oppose these programs not because they foolishly think 
that the indigent have it easy, but because they don’t think that 
the indigent deserve to live an easier life at the expense of others� 
Whether you agree with that or not, it’s not a belief that clearly 
results from a failure to empathize� It’s a philosophical belief in-
formed by one’s deepest convictions�

“Check Your Privilege”
Insults Your Intellectual Autonomy

Imagine that you are talking with a friend about some con-
troversial topic of the day—for example, immigration or the 

conflict in the Middle East. After you make a particularly inci-
sive point, your friend claims that you aren’t intelligent enough 
to know what you’re talking about� Because of your race� 

How would you react to such a charge? Doubtless most 
readers would take offense and question its basis� While few to-
day will try to dismiss your views on the grounds of your race, 
there are many who will do so by appealing to other accidents 
of your birth� They even have a catchphrase�

That catchphrase is “check your privilege�”
In April, Princeton freshman Tal Fortgang set the inter-

net ablaze with a provocative missive1 in a student publication 
(later reprinted in Time2) challenging that catchphrase� Report-
edly, Fortgang had been urged to “check his privilege” after 
defending his conservative political views on welfare and the 
national debt�3 In his piece, he recounted the “privileges” of 
his Polish Jewish ancestors who were persecuted by the Nazis 
and Soviets�4 He implied, of course, that they weren’t actually 
privileged: because his family had to overcome such obstacles, 
he suggested that his views should be taken more seriously�

In the controversy that ensued, critics of Fortgang argued 
that he failed to understand the import of the “check your 
privilege” mantra� Kristen Howerton, writing in The Huffing-
ton Post, claims that the phrase neither asks people to apologize 
for their privileges, nor dismisses those people’s opinions on 
the grounds of their privilege�5 Instead, she says “it’s a way 
of reminding someone that they may not know or understand 
what they are talking about�” Others critics of Fortgang have 
echoed this point�6

Perhaps the “privilege checkers” don’t want the privileged 
to apologize for their privilege or surrender their opinions 
unilaterally� Even so, their challenge is not simply that we re-
member the trivial and obvious fact that some people are more 
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(continued on page 14)

Are our philosophical beliefs nothing more than products of 
our privilege? Many obsessed with privilege-checking seem to 
assume that they are� Even esthetic opinions cannot escape the 
reach of their criticism� Even before the Fortgang controversy, 
a feminist journalist who said she admired a popular televi-
sion show even though its cast lacked racial diversity was asked 
to check her privilege�7 So was a politician who defended the 
journalist by saying that griping about privilege never helped 
women to advance�8 So were the pundits who agreed with the 
politician�9 And so on�10

The idea that privilege blinds us to reality, that our philo-
sophical ideas are rationalizations for our social status, is not 
a new one� It goes back at least as far as the writings of a re-
nowned 19thcentury German political theorist�11 He famously 
argued that ideas are byproducts of our class interests� So a 
defender of capitalism may be convinced that his system maxi-
mizes freedom and prosperity, but his position can be dis-
missed as mere “bourgeois ideology�” The current obsession 
with privilege-checking simply generalizes12 from the critique 
of economic privilege to critique the privileges of race, gender, 
and sexual orientation, along with all the other categories of 
modern identity politics�13

But if we shouldn’t attribute an intelligence deficit to mem-
bers of a disadvantaged race, why should we attribute an ob-
jectivity deficit to the advantaged members of society? It is con-
troversial enough to argue that there is a genetic basis for the 
speed and scope of one’s intellectual processing� To maintain that 
genetic or environmental factors (especially advantageous ones) 
create inevitable biases in the quality and validity of one’s philo-
sophical thinking should raise the reddest of red flags.

If I believe only what my upper-middle class parents have 
raised me to believe—say, to reject the welfare state—then my 
view results from an appeal to irrelevant authority, not from an 
appeal to logic� But I can be critical of what my parents tell me, 
and evaluate it as logical or illogical—even when those beliefs 
support the right to enjoy my social status� I can decide that my 
parents’ arguments against the welfare state don’t make sense, 
and reject their views� But if I can do that, why can’t I also 
decide that I don’t agree with what my parents say just because 
they say it, but that I agree with it for reasons of my own? As 
long as we are capable of independently evaluating the logic of 
a position, we are capable of objectivity—regardless of how the 
position complements my social position�

But if I can’t evaluate an argument for or against some po-
litical position simply on the basis of its logic and free from 
prejudice, I lack the ability to be objective� Then I don’t have 
real intellectual autonomy, which is the essence of human free 
will�14 But privilege-checkers think that some political or cul-
tural beliefs result from bias simply because of their content, 
simply because they support the rights of some members of so-
ciety who happen to be privileged� This entails a repudiation of 
human intellectual autonomy and therefore, of free will�

But we are intellectually autonomous and we can be objec-

“Check Your Privilege”
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The Court’s decision in Hobby Lobby not only compro-
mises religious liberty, but the broader right to ideological  
liberty from which it derives� By favoring the religious as 
against the non-religious, the Court reaffirms the estab-
lishment of favored and disfavored classes of persons based 
solely on whether individuals believe in a mystical deity or 
force� But the right to religious freedom is a necessary side-
effect of the more fundamental right to  in the 
pursuit of happiness, which persons of all intellectual stripes 
should enjoy�

At the core, we need the right to personal liberty in order 
to produce the values that make our survival possible, and to 
pursue the occupations and ends that make our lives worth 
living� An artist, for instance, needs the liberty to paint, or 
write, or play music, in order to sustain and enrich his life in 
the pursuit of his happiness� His rights to believe in whatever 
god he likes, and to paint grand murals honoring that deity, 
are only leaves off the branch of personal liberty on the whole 
tree of rights that makes his life possible�

We need ideological liberty—the freedom to practice 
whole systems of ideas—for these same reasons� Consider 
the persecution of Galileo, when he proposed his heliocen-
tric theory of the solar system� Galileo sought to produce 
a coherent model of the universe, in accordance with his 
own astronomical observations. This scientific approach 
came into direct conflict with the established conclusions 
of ecclesiastical scholars and the Vatican� Without the right 
to openly seek and advocate the ideas that would help him 
to flourish and succeed, Galileo was condemned to impris-
onment until his eventual death� The right to ideological 
liberty would have protected Galileo’s freedom to act on 
his beliefs—whether right or wrong in the eyes of his fel-
low men� The freedom to be religious—or not—comes from 
that same basic right to ideological freedom, which comes 
from the more general right to personal liberty� In fact, ideo-
logical liberty is the common thread that ties together our 
First Amendment rights, from freedom of speech, to free-
dom of the press, to the right to petition the government, to 
freedom of assembly, to freedom of religion�

Unfortunately, personal liberty has been eroding in this 
country for over a century� Most recently, public revelations 
have confirmed that the NSA has been conducting wide-
spread domestic surveillance and data-mining on millions 
of innocent citizens for many years�9 The Controlled Sub-
stances Act dictates what we may and may not put into our 
own bodies�10 The Federal Communications Commission 
dictates what we may and may not say in the public forum�11 
The Supreme Court has held that under the Interstate Com-
merce Clause, Congress has the authority to regulate even 
local, non-commercial activity, effectively restraining con-
senting adults from engaging in completely voluntary activ-
ity�12 The ACA itself orders citizens through an “individual 

mandate” to purchase health insurance—whether they 
want it or not� The Federal Election Campaign Act puts ob-
scene restrictions on our right to assemble to petition elected 
officials for a redress of grievances, by limiting the amount 
we may contribute to political candidates and organizations 
that win our support�13 These examples barely manage to 
scratch the surface of the erosions to personal liberty the 
past century has wrought�

The Hobby Lobby decision continues that trend� To draw 
an analogy, suppose that the Supreme Court upheld a por-
nographer’s right to free speech, while denying that same 
protection to political protestors� Would such a decision be 
applauded as a victory for the more fundamental right to 
free speech? Absolutely not, because such a decision would 
both compromise and cheapen the very concept of an un-
alienable right to free speech by giving special groups the per-
mission to enjoy that freedom, while denying it to others� 
The same is true here of the Supreme Court’s treatment of 
religious free exercise in the context of the right to personal 
liberty�

If anything is to be called unjust about Hobby Lobby’s 
being forced to pay for the birth control of female employ-
ees, it’s not that the company’s right to religious liberty was 
violated� Rather, it’s the more fundamental injustice of the 
ACA’s forcing unchosen terms onto a mutually agreed-upon 
employer-employee relationship, in violation of the personal 
liberty of consenting adults� The Court’s decision did noth-
ing to affirm the right to this liberty. To think of the Hobby 
Lobby decision as a victory for your individual rights is thus 
to accept a pittance in exchange for your sovereignty�

By carving out a special exception to the ACA’s contra-
ceptive mandates for religious freedom, the Supreme Court 
treats religious liberty like a stand-alone permission slip for 
favored groups with favored beliefs� Because of its deriva-
tive nature, religious freedom cannot stand alone in this 
manner� A leaf cannot remain suspended without the tree 
from which it stems� And to give religious freedom this kind 
of special status, without protecting the more fundamental 
rights to ideological and personal freedom that are its roots, 
is to undermine the entire concept of our right to liberty�

Thus, while the Supreme Court’s decision in Burwell v. 
Hobby Lobby may be viewed as a particularized victory for 
Hobby Lobby, it represents a broader defeat for the concept 
of our fundamental right to personal liberty� And battles 
should never be cheered for their place in a losing war�

 
J.A. Windham is a second-year law student at the University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill.
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Today’s academy is structured along similar lines for the pur-
pose of maintaining an aristocratic class of researchers� Despite 
budgetary pressures, tenured faculty cling tenaciously to their po-
sitions in the modern academy� While tenure lines are sometimes 
eliminated when tenured professors retire, tenured professors 
rarely find themselves out of a job. And in order to keep tenured 
professors employed, it is necessary to retain a bevy of adjunct-
serfs to generate income by teaching classes�

If the research work of tenured faculty correlated directly 
to gains in knowledge which could be taught in the classroom, 
their “privilege” might be warranted� After all, professors should 
remain masters of the subjects they teach� But because research 
is thought to be an end in and of itself, it is usually not even prac-
tical for pedagogical purposes�

Research that does not facilitate undergraduate education can 
be of real value, but only when it is a means to an end rather than 
an end by itself� Research by a scientist might lead to a theoretical 
breakthrough that eventually permits the invention of a brighter 
method of lighting, a stronger alloy of steel or a cheaper source of 
electricity� Research by a literature professor might enable readers 
to appreciate a previously neglected work of literature and learn 
to see the world through a new pair of eyes, to become better 
judges of character, and to question their own behavior� In both 
cases, research produces knowledge which human beings can use 
to improve their lives�

But in today’s university, too much research does not seem to 
be very useful. While it can be difficult to decide if specific areas 
of research are justified, a recent article (reviewed here) showed 
that as much as 40% of published academic research is not cit-

minimum Wage Jobs 
continued from page 4

for their labor, more valuable workers should be paid more and 
lower skilled workers should be paid less� The more you offer as a 
worker, the more you deserve�7

The establishment of the minimum wage by law is thought to 
ensure that workers receive just compensation for their labor� But 
workers should not be paid more than they are worth, and yet 
minimum wage laws mandate that some of them be employed for 
more than they are worth�

The attitude of many minimum wage workers is that they 
should be earning more, since the CEOs of their establishments 
earn so much, while they earn so little�8 The implication of this 
attitude is that the value of CEOs is comparatively not much 
greater than that of its workers�9 After all, without workers, CEOs 
wouldn’t be able to run their companies�

And yet, without corporations like McDonald’s and Wal-
Mart, minimum wage workers wouldn’t have jobs at all� If some-
one hadn’t created McDonald’s, Burger King, or all the other es-
tablishments that employ minimum wage workers, these workers 
wouldn’t be able to earn an income as easily by working� Stocking 
groceries and flipping burgers are valuable to other consumers 
only because companies like McDonald’s and Wal-Mart have 
created an infrastructure and distribution network that uses 
workers’ skills to provide a valuable commodity to customers� 
Minimum wage workers, therefore, should be grateful to these 
companies and their CEOs�

The fact that the companies and not their employees make 
flipping burgers and bagging groceries commercially valuable is 
the reason that workers can be so easily replaced� In many cases, 
machines can provide service as effectively as or more effectively 
than workers� Since machines can provide quality service at low-
er costs, there is a greater incentive for employers to use them, 
and many chains are already implementing touch-screen kiosks 
to replace cashiers�10

If they are replaced by machines, workers will not only lose 
a source of income, but also valuable opportunities� A machine 
won’t learn anything from working at McDonald’s, but a person 
can, all while earning money� If you’re ambitious, what you can 
gain from a minimum wage job is much more than an income� If 
you take advantage of that, you won’t be stuck working minimum 
wage for long�

Eventually, jobs such as bagging groceries and taking food or-
ders will be eliminated� These jobs will be replaced the same way 
farming and factory jobs have been replaced� But instead of being 
angry about the elimination of these jobs workers should be thank-
ful for the innovators creating new technology� Current minimum 
wage jobs are the result of technology and innovation� Workers 
should be grateful that these companies have created these jobs 
and use them as opportunities to earn more than a minimum wage� 
 
Sarah Martinson is is an aspiring fiction writer.

tive� If we couldn’t, we wouldn’t be able to identify any belief as 
a prejudice� But even privilege-checkers think we can do this, 
as they are intent on pointing out ways of avoiding prejudice� 
Unless they are somehow very special and the only ones who 

can avoid prejudice, all human beings can form objective, un-
prejudiced beliefs�

If we really want to combat bigotry and prejudice, we need 
to follow the advice of another, somewhat underappreciated 
philosopher, and check our premises, not our privilege�15 That is, 
we need to identify the major starting points of our arguments 
and see if they are supported by the facts and by an integrated 
view of reality�

We began to overcome racism when we checked the prem-
ise that African slaves were not rational human beings� We 
began to overcome sexism when we checked the premise that 
women were ruled by emotions not rationality� Before these 
doctrines were rejected by society at large, these premises were 
usually checked first by the intellectual leaders of the day—
who happened to be straight white men in positions of privi-
lege�16, 17, 18 If they could break free from prejudice through sci-
ence and logic, we can as well�

Interestingly, we should reject racism and sexism because their 
most basic premises deny human intellectual autonomy� Both see indi-
vidual human beings as slaves of their genetics and environ-
ment� The privilege checkers who say we cannot help but see 
the world through the filter of our privilege share this premise. 
It is the most crucial premise to check—and reject� Just as we 
are free to reject our parents’ beliefs, we are free to reject the 
philosophers who reject the existence of that freedom—and of 
the many catch phrases they have spawned�

Valery Publius is the pen name for a teacher living in the American South.
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ed—not even by other academics—demonstrating that in gener-
al, academic research is not fulfilling a critical function in today’s 
universities�4 The article also argues that today’s academics focus 
“on methodology, often to the exclusion of substance” and that 
increasingly specialized academics write only for people studying 
in their field—not for people outside their discipline.

At the same time, research reviewed in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education has found that the amount of research produced an-
nually continues to grow steadily�5 This should decisively close 
the door on claims that the adjunct crisis is producing a research 
shortage: if anything, there is an overabundance of research—
much of which is of questionable merit�

Universities err when they value research over teaching� 
While tenured professors gain status and wealth, adjuncts find 
themselves underemployed and their students find themselves 
with teachers who have little incentive to dedicate themselves to 
teaching� Research can be valuable, but it should be understood 
as a part of the educational process� After all, the purpose of edu-
cation is to enable students to succeed in the world beyond the 
university, both as workers and as happy, fulfilled human beings.

Research treated as an end in itself would be unsustainable in 
a university that was responsive to market forces, one where ex-
penditure would be tied directly to the value received by students 
paying tuition�

If anything, teaching professors (including adjuncts) alike 
stand to gain from a structure that would allow the university to 
respond to the market and provide the service students demand, 
namely, education� Instead of a system built on the premise that 
knowledge is an end in itself, a proper system would be built on 
the premise that knowledge is a means to an end� This would 
mean that those who transmitted knowledge effectively or discov-
ered new, pedagogically relevant knowledge would be rewarded 
based on the merit of their efforts and achievements�

Research irrelevant to the university’s educational goals 
might easily be carried out elsewhere� As many on the left6 have 
noted, at present, corporations sponsor research in the acad-
emy—research that is often irrelevant to the university’s goal of 
education� But if corporations are already paying for innovative 
research, what would stop them from funding it themselves if uni-
versities didn’t offer such an ancillary service?   After all, as NPR 
tacitly notes, a great deal of research used to be very effectively 
conducted by private corporations before the rise of the modern 
research university� 7

Universities need to seriously reconsider the tenure system 
as it presently exists� Perhaps tenure should be retained, but be 
given to effective teaching professors as well as academics who 
produced pedagogically relevant research� Or universities might 
decide to adopt a system in which professors sign long-term con-
tracts, but are reviewed at the end of those contracts to determine 
if they have been of value to the institution� Another alternative 
might be to completely reconceive the division of labor in aca-
demia by having different professors fulfill different functions as 
graders, lecturers, administrators or writers�

In any case, instead of protesting for a living wage 
and other benefits, adjuncts need to be trying to reform 
the university system as a whole� But reforming the cur-
rent system will require professors of all stripes to check their 
premises and ask hard questions about the purpose of the uni-
versity in order to understand the real value they have to offer� 
 
Thomas Duke is a graduate student in Communication Studies at the Uni-
versity of Alabama.
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