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Introduction 
A topic offrequent debate in The  CC~roiziclc uf 

Hzjqher Education is the use and abuse ofadjunct 
faculty. Such part-time laborers are widely pcr- 
ccivcd to be exploited by university adniinistra- 
tors. As dociimentcd in Gappa and Leslie (1993), 
many administrators like to use such faculty he- 
cause they are cheap. In a period of declining 
enrollments, workers who can be denied perma- 
nent salaries, benefits, ofices, and tenure arc too 
good to overlook. An adjunct faculty is particu- 
larly important in the fast-growing area o f  non- 
traditional education. In order to survive, small, 
non-research oriented institutions especially have 
found it iiecessary to branch out geographically 
and prograinmatically with off-site programs for 
working adults. This practice is consistent with 
the activity described by Bennett and Dilmrenzo 
(1989), in which 

M a n a g e r s  of c o m m e r c i a l  n o n - p r o f i t  enterpr ises 
(CNEs) are  respo i i s ib l c  for t h e  d a y - t o - d a y  op- 
e r a t i o n s  of  t h e i r  o rgan iza t i ons ,  w h i c h  are s u p -  
p ~ ~ d l y  c a r r i e d  out u n d e r  p o l i c i e s  set  by the 
board .  ‘ r h c r e  is 110 doubt t h a t  C N E  managers  
havc  cons ide rab le  d i sc re t i on ,  for p a r t - t i m e  h o a r d  
m e m b e r s  have ncithcr t h e  t i m e  nor t h e  i n c l i n a -  
tion tu b e c o n i c  i n t i m a t e l y  i n v o l v c d  with t h e  d e -  
ta i l s  of an  o r g a n i z a t i o n ’ s  o p t r a t i o n .  Because  
CNE m a n a g e m c i i t  i s  c r i t i c ~ l l y  j u d g e d  b y  t h e  

o rgan iza t i on ’ s  f i nanc ia l  v iabi l i ty ,  t h e r e  ‘ire pres- 
sures to a v o i d  r isky u n d e r t a k i n g s  t h a t  m a y  prove 
to b e  u n p r o f i t a b l e ;  t h c r c  arc s t r o n g  inccn t i vcs  to 

‘cream t h e  m a r k e t ’  b y  e n g a g i n g  in o n l y  t h o s e  
act iv i t ies t l i a t  genc ra te  l a r g e  a i i o u i i t s  of  reve i i uc  
r e l a t i v e  to t he  assoc ia ted  c o s t 5 .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  
makes  CNEs so paradox ica l .  T h e y  arc os tens ib l y  
c h a r i t a l i c ,  n o t  p r o f i t - s e e k i n g  o rga i i i La t i ons ;  but 
hcsausc truly c h a r i t a b l c  ac t i v i t i es  arc not always 
p ro t i t ab le ,  in  a n  a c c o u n t i n g  sciise, t h e y  have re -  
d i r e c t e d  t h c i r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  into c o m m e r c i a l  
ac t i v i t i cs  t h a t  arc (p rc~ f i t ‘ i b l e ) .  (p. 48) 

Bennett and DiLorenzo further advocate the 
removal of tax-exempt status as the  optimal eco- 
nomic remcdy for the ‘‘unf3ir” situation in such 
lion -profit institutions as private universities.’ 

In addition, union organizers have taken ad- 
vantage o f  the  pcrccived exploitation of  adjunct 
faculty, as documented by Leatherinan ( 1998). 
To some, the situation may bring to mind the 
Marxian labor theory ofvalue [Marx (1954)], in 
which laborers are assumed to contribute 100 per- 
cent of  a product’s value. Capitalists hire the 
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workers, exploit them, and  pay them only a sub- 
sistence wage, keeping any surplus value for them- 
selves. According to Marx, this process will end 
when the workers, having had their fill ofsubsis- 
tence, rise up in a revolution o f the  working class. 
They overthrow the bourgeoisie and establish a 
utopian “dictatorship of  the proletariat” in which 
greedy capitalists will cease to exist. 

The  traditional market rejoinder to this sce- 
nario is that, far from contributing all o f  the 
product’s value, labor contributes only a portion 
of the value. I n  addition, capital, provided by 
entrepreneurs, accounts for a great deal of a 
product’s value. By using his own funds, an en- 
trepreneur is entitled, under capitalism, to what- 
ever return he can garner o n  wise investments. 
This argument is frequently applied to private cor- 
porations h u n d c d  and operated at  great risk to 
investors.? 

But this argument docs not  apply to the case 
of private universities, in particular those eniploy- 
ing the highest proportion o f  adjuncts in ofering 
nontraditional programs for worlung adults. Many 
ofthcse institutions arc non-profit entities in which 
no stakeholder has ownership rights.3 Instead, 
state and federal governments have chartered such 
institutions to serve the public purpose rather than 
that ofprivate individuals. Given that the role o f  
the capitalist entrepreneur is no t  explicit in most 
universities, could the Marxian approach be cor- 
rect when applied to higher education in general 
and adjunct faculty in particular? 

Was M a r x  Right? 
That part-time f;iculty are unjustly exploited 

seems to be accepted as fact by sonic educators. 
Adjunct instructors arc required by accrcditation 
agencies t o  have the sanie acadcmic credentials as 
full-time taculty. They typically have higher teucti- 
ing loads, no offices, and little status. They arc 
paid o n  :i “piecc-work” basis. Leatherinan ( 1 Y98) 
quotes the provc )st o f  (:ol um L i  U n ivcrsi ty as say- 
ing: “’l’here are campuses that ure opting to re- 
place fiill-timers with part-times for purely cco- 
n omic reasons. ” IScca II  se i 11 di\3i d it a I s, rat he r than 
institutions, x c  capable ofcxercising options, per- 
haps the statement s h o u l d  r e d :  “There are pro-  
IvJstf opt i I1 g to re p I ~ c c  hi 1 I ~ ti n ie rs Lvi t h part - ti ti1 c rs 

I n  o t h e r  \vords, soinc administr.itot-s ‘ict till- ,i 
f01- [ I l I I ~ C ~ } ’  C C ~ l l l O f l J l ~  I‘CdSOIlS. ”’ 

board oftrustees in reducing pay for f a c ~ l t y . ~  The 
board oftrustees i n  a private university, unlike the 
board of directors in a corporation, acts on  the 
behalf of no shareholders. The  trustees have 110 

legally transferable right to sit on the board. l h e y  
collect n o  dividends or capital gains. They must 
certify on an ongoing basis that they are gaining 
n o  “private benefit,” beyond thc compensation 
for expenses, from serving o n  the board. They 
must diligently guarantee that the public purpose 
for which the nonprofit was chartered is served 
by the activities o f the  organization. l h e y  have 
some of the  responsibilities of ownership, with few 
of the rights thereof, save the ability to hire a n d  
fire the executive staff. 

In some institutions, large bencfactors are rep- 
resented on the board oftrustees. For example, a 
wealthy donor map have his name represented on 
buildings t o  signify a generous contribution to-  
ward financing construction projects o r  scholar- 
ships. In this limited sense, such donors use their 
own capital i n  the educational production process 
that generates tuition revenue. But it must be 
kept in mind that such capital infilsions also conic 
from those outside the board oftrustees. 

With regard to programs for adults and con- 
tinuing education, moreover, a link between tu- 
ition revenue 2nd  board members can seldom, i t  
ever, bc cstablished. Such programs, by design, 
do not benetit tiom the tractitional, trustee-financed 
amenities ot‘a collegc campus, such as ciormito- 
rics, libraries, or athletic complexes.” H o w  then, 
could Mars bc  u.rong? After all, a leading e n -  
ploycr ofadjunct f;tculty, nontraditional cducationd 
programs, tre‘its thc most iniportant factor of p r o -  
duction i n  education (teachers) ds t emporuy  
workers \ \ i t t i o u t  permanent wages, tenure, bcn- 
efits, o r  ofticcs. 

No, the Marxians Are WronE (Yet Apainj 
F,duc,itionA ,idministi-ators, p.irticulal-ly in non- 

tradition‘il progrwis ,  ‘ict on hehalf oI- no other 
stnkcholdcr t o  t u r n  faculty, the factor o f  produc- 
t ion th‘it contributcs the greatest sh‘irc otthc rc\’- 
en u c , i i i  t () t c in p( rar y, part ~ ti nic worltc rs. ’ I‘h e 
‘idminiatr‘itors  ha\^ rcgiilar salaries, benetits, of- 
fices, ,ind st<itiis. The  adjunct faculty mcmlw-s 
usually rcccivc n o n e  o f  these forins ot‘compcris.i- 

seems indctcnsible fi-om a market pci-spczti\,e he- 
t jol l .  111 xid j r io i i  to stoning (Iujusr, the cjrrr:~tjo/~ 



cause tliosc who skim the proceeds off the top 
from selling the product of the workcrs’ l abor  
tliemselvcs contri1,ute n o  qpreci;ible capital o r  
expertise.’ CoLiIct i t  bc that adjunct ficulty repre- 
suit the one verifiable real-\\,orlJ csuiiple o f  tlic 
capitalist, free-market injustice decried by Mars- 
ists? 

‘Thc answer is “No t  a t  all.” E v e n  i f  he \vcrc 
~n adjunct faculty incmber pointing ou t  the real- 
u.orld applicabilit~~ of his i d c x  to higher cdtrca- 
tion, Mars \\wild still be \\'rang. ’l‘lic very exist- 
ence a n d  gro\vth offor-profit institutions ofhiglicr 
learning Liiidci-scores thc fact that thc tiiarliet priii- 
ciplc is alive and \\,ell. Accounting ti)rovcr 150,000 
students as of 1998, such publicly traded, For- 
profit institutions as The University of  Phoenix, 
IkVry, and I T 1 ’  Educational Services show h i t  
harriers to entry, such as accreditation and cor- 
poratc taxation, have not  wc.cccded i n  protecting 
iio 11 ~ pro fi t  in i vc rsi tics frc ) m c o  m pe ti t io n and a1 ~ 

lo\ving abuses o f  monopoly p v c i - .  As Strosnidcr 
(1998) notes: ‘Within little more t h a n  five years, 
post-secondary proprietary education has been 
trmsformed fi-om a sleepy sector ofthc econcmiy 
to J. $3.5 billion-a-year busincss.” ’The crux of 
the argument against Marx is as f o l l o ~ s . ~  I f a d -  
jiinct faculty members arc indeed being exploited 
b y  corrupt administrators, then they can seek the 
inarltet remedy, bcconic entrcprencurs, use their 
o w n  capital, a n d  form new, for-profit institutions 
r u n  b y  and subject to the adjunct ficulty meni- 
bers themselves. After all, they currently choose 
to voluntarily work for noriprotit institutions, don’t 
they? If  the adjunct f k u l t y  members’ marginal 
products are as valuable as they seem to believe, 
compared to their presumably cxccssivclp low sala- 
ries and perks, then such new institutions will even- 
tlidly conic to dominate the nixlietplace and makc 
both students and faculty members/owners bet- 
ter off. Otherwise, factors such as accreditation 
barriers to cntrp or economics of scale must be 
accounting for a substantial portion o f the  typical 
nonprofit university’s overhead. 

Alternatively, ifadjuncts redly were underpaid 
compared to their prod LI c tivi ty, it would pay o t her 
employers, in academia or not, to ofci- them jobs 
with higher rcniuneration. From the fact that the 
adjuncts stay where they arc, then, we arc entitled 
to  deduce that these are their best options, at least 
‘IS h ~ -  as their information is concerned. B u t  more. 

Offers ofbc t tc r  johs can come from not oiic but 
t\vo di r c c t i on s: tic mi t l i  c sup posed I y ” c s pl( )i  tc d ” 
ad j u 11 c t p i x  tc ss( )I- ,  b LI t n I s o  from ot h e  r pc )tc n t i  ‘11 
ciiiploycrs. ’l’h.it n o  such  offers have hccn fimli- 
coming strongl!, suggests that thc adjuncts ~ r c  n o t  
1x3 n g u iide rpai d i  n t h c first p I ac c . 

Ot‘coui-sc, adjunct hculty \ \ w k  \ \ , i t ho t i t  c o c ~  
cion. l’articularl!~ in brisiness t k l d s 7  thc cxistcncc 
ofaltcmuti\~c niodcs ofcniploymcnt indic,itcs th.it 
ad j 11 nc ts \Y )I 1 I n ta ri I y c( )I  i ti n LIC to \v( )i-k :IS 17‘1 r t -ti ni ~ 

ers, faculty grousing iiotwitlistanding. 
Unioniz.itioii, as cvcr, is uiiiiccess:iry.” Go\,- 

e r 11 m e n  t i n  t c r ye ii t i c  )n , t o  head oif  J d i ct a torsh i p  

ot‘ thc adjrinct thculty proletariat, is i l l  aciviscd. 
Instead, iiiai-kct press~ire forces incfticicnt institti- 
tions to either txxomc inore cffcicnt 01- fall to 
those which do become more efticicnt. T h u s  so- 
ciety is hettci- served by leaving the siuiJtion aloiic 
than 17y revisiting the old, fdlacious Marxinn ar-  
gunients for  collccti\fe action. “: 

Re fc re i i  c c s 
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Endnotes 
1 .  Although these authors have been widely (and properly) 
associated with the philosophy of free enterprise, this asso- 
ciation cannot be made in the present case. With govern- 
ment share of gross domestic product already far too high, 
and further mounting, the true market advocate would ar- 
gue  fo r  the extension of tax-exempt s ta tus  to for-profit  
educational firms. as well as retention of the status for non- 
profit institutions. 
2. Mises (1966) points out that the true capitalist is not a 
gambler in the same sense as  an investor in an efficiently- 
traded stock market (pp. 809-810). The fundamental logic, 
however, of the value of the capitalist’s contribution, holds 
true.  
3. A board of trustees effectively “owns” the institution 
collectively since such a board has the legal right to hirdfire 
any staff  member o r  adminis t ra tor  and must b e  able  to 
perpetuate itself. In addition, the hoard has a fiduciary 
responsibility for the insti tution. The  law*prohibits any 
nonprofit entity from presenting a benefit to a private indi- 
vidual. Self-dealing is illegal in each stale and is specifi- 
cally designed to keep anyone from “owning” a nun-profit. 
Individual board members of private institutions may ex- 
pect indirect benefits, such as influence on administrative 
decisions, etc. 
4. Horton (1999) provides a model in which i t  is does not 
make economic sense for the private university to “exploit” 
adjunct faculty. 

5. Some commentators claim that administrators, i n  add,. 
tion to paying adjuncts below-market wages, try to reduce 
their prestige as well. This result is unlikely to obtain in the 
long-run; in fact, the opposite is likely to occur. Since status 
and remuneration are substitute goods,  administrators are 
likely to  offer adjuncts more o f  the cheaper of the two, 
status, to forestall having to increase pay. In fact, LeTourneau 
University in Texas, a long-standing employer of adjuncts 
as primary faculty, has divided its adjunct faculty into three 
categories (with attendant promotion guidelines) in lieu of 
matching its competitors’ pay. An additional characteristic 
of private universities is that of mission, in that religious- 
affiliation institutions provide a nonpecuniary benefit (be- 
lieved to accrue in the hereafter) to those who work for 
them. 
6. The father of modern nontraditional education, Malcolm 
S .  Knowles,  envisioned a ”campus” without any of the 
trappings of traditional education [see Knowles ( 1970) and 
Neufield and Barrows (19YO)j. For those institutions affili- 
ated with The Apollo Group, the leading for-profit educa- 
tion company, an office suite with an administrative staff 
and part-time faculty is all that is necessary lo offer degrees 
[see Strosnider (1998)l. Both the for-profit University of 
Phoenix and dozens o f  nun-profit institutions operate u n -  
der The Apollo Group model. 
7. Barzun ( I  968). the former provost of Columbia,  notes 
that administrators exist mcrcly “to see that the chalk IS 
there.” (p .  96) 
8. This argument was applied in Horton and Parry (1997) 
to thc context of curriculum and product development in a 
university setting. 
9. See Block (1996) and Reynolds (1984). 
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