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Inequality This Obscene Can’t Remain 

 Academia’s Dirty Little Secret 
 Obscene, grotesque, outrageous: the adjectives can’t do 
justice to the pervasive inequality of the academic labor 
system. As dirty little secrets go, this one isn’t very little – and 
it keeps growing. From low pay to late pay, from benefits to 
job security and the nitty-gritty of daily life at work, the gap 
between the tiers keeps getting wider. Nor is CUNY alone in 
its ever-increasing reliance on low-paid contingent labor: over 
70 percent of the higher ed teaching staff nationwide is in this 
boat. Yet the phenomenon all too often went under the radar, 
except for the ritual tsk-tsking sound periodically emanating 
from specialized pundits and the labor officialdom.  

New and noteworthy, therefore, is the spate of recent 
coverage in major news media highlighting just how bad the 
situation is. “Death of an Adjunct” was a widely circulated 
story out of Duquesne University (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 
September 18, 2013). It described how an adjunct professor 
“died underpaid and underappreciated” after teaching French 
for a quarter century, only to be “left in abject penury” when 
the university cut her course load.  

The New York Times (January 19) chimed in with a profile 
of recent CUNY Grad Center Ph.D. James Hoff, who holds “an 
increasingly common and precarious position that offers him 
no job security, no health benefits and no assured pathway to 
full-time university employment.”  Hoff (long an adjunct rights 
activist) followed up with an opinion piece in the UK Guardian 
(January 24) stressing that “the adjunct problem is institu-
tional, not personal”: so-called part-time instructors are 
sometimes paid “as little as $21,000 a year for full-time 
work,” he noted, “because the institutions they work for have 
callously calculated that they can get away with it.”  
 Slate (January 24) followed up with an article from Emory 
College underlining crucial ways in which racial oppression 
has grievously “compounded [the] effects” of the two-tier 
labor system. “Think being an adjunct professor is hard? Try 
being a black adjunct professor,” writes Ph.D. student Tressie 
McMillan Cottom. “I’m actually quite glad people are getting 
angry about adjunct-ification,” she states, while scoring the 
fact that all too many turn a blind eye to facts like this: “If 
current rates of hiring and promotion of black Ph.D.s 
remained steady, it would ‘take nearly a century and a half for 
the percentage of African-American college faculty to reach 
parity with the percentage of blacks in the nation’s 
population,’” as a 2009 report found.  
 For its part, NBC News (January 20) ran a story about the 
thousands of CUNY adjuncts who are  “cobbling together their  
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Join the Fight for Job Security 

 Of all the indignities that contingent employees endure 
on the bottom rungs of CUNY’s labor system, the constant 
insecurity that comes with “contingency” – together with 
miserably low pay – is what many adjuncts despise the 
most. Lack of office space, little to no say in scheduling, 
precarious health care: the list could go on. All are part of 
the intolerable terrain of the two-tier labor system. But for 
many of us, it is the basic problem of not knowing whether 
we will have work the following semester – or enough of it 
– that makes adjunct life so insufferable. 
 No matter how long you’ve been teaching at CUNY, and 
no matter what your qualifications, if you are part of the 
lower caste in academia called “adjunct labor,” there is no 
certainty that you will be teaching from one semester or 
year to the next. Adjuncts can be non-reappointed (fired) 
for any reason and no reason at all, or lose classes at a 
moment’s notice. 
 Apart from playing with adjuncts’ incomes and starvation 
levels, this has disastrous effects on our eligibility for health 
insurance, which requires that we teach a minimum of six 
weekly hours for three consecutive semesters. Many 
adjuncts never get the chance to maintain this course load. 
As CUNY management sees it, vulnerability is great: they 
figure that with no guarantee of work, contingent faculty 
are less likely to speak out against these conditions, and to 
fight the two-tier system.  
 During a lively discussion at a meeting to discuss adjunct 
job security last spring, organized by the Hunter PSC 
chapter, agreement quickly emerged to endorse CCU 
Demand #1 for the union contract struggle: “Minimum three
-year contracts for adjuncts, with documented reasons for 
non-reappointment and a system of seniority.” This goes 
beyond the union leadership’s current fix of a Certificate of 
Continuous Employment, which adjuncts would earn “after 
teaching an average of 12 contact teaching hours a year in 
the same department in any 5 of the previous 7 years.”  
 Let’s face the reality of adjunct labor squarely: how many 
can even hope to become eligible for a “CCE”? This is far 
from gaining real job security for the thousands callously 
treated as disposable parts by the CUNY administration. 
Join us in the fight for real job security for CUNY 
contingents,  that can deal a blow to the two-tier system!  

 
  

Have you been paid late? We’d like to know!  

Contact the CCU: cunycontingents@gmail.com  
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Join the CCU!  
Monthly meetings are held at the CUNY 

Graduate Center,  usually on the last Friday 
of the month, from 4:00 to 5:30 p.m.  

Upcoming meetings:  

Friday, February 28, Room 5489  

Friday, March 28, Room 5489  

Friday, April 25, Room TBA  

E-mail: cunycontingents@gmail.com 
Or contact your campus representative 

 
Baruch: Douglas Medina/Box J-306/dmedina@gc.cuny.edu 

BMCC: Tom Smith/Social Science/thomassmith436@comcast.net 

Hunter College: Sándor John/History/s_an@msn.com 

John Jay: Holly Clarke/Public Mgt. Economics /clarkehc@aol.com 

Medgar Evers: Nancy Thompson/nlewisthompson@optonline.net 

Queens: Abe Walker/Sociology/awalker@qc.cuny.edu 

Labor donated 

Our 4 Demands for the Union Contract Struggle  

1) Minimum three-year contracts for adjuncts, with documented 
reasons for non-reappointment and a system of seniority. 

2) Wage increase of $30 per credit hour for adjuncts; equivalent 
for grad fellows and other contingents.  Step raises every 
year. 

3) Comprehensive employer-paid health insurance on par with 
municipal workers for all contingent employees. 

4) Promotional series, real job security and due process for HEOs. 

Academia’s Dirty Little Secret, continued 
living teaching a full course load.” It contrasted a long-time 
tenured professor and a long-time adjunct who “have similar 
job descriptions but are on opposite ends of the income 
scale” – a  difference of well over $100,00 per year. (The re-
port featured Hunter’s Rosalind Petchesky, one of the most 
outspoken tenured supporters of adjunct struggles, together 
with Marcia Newfield, PSC vice president for part-time per-
sonnel.) PBS News Hour (February 5) then came out with its 
own profile of a long-time adjunct, at Loyola Marymount, 
whose “dream turned into a nightmare”: “Despite the fact 
that I have the same credentials as my tenured colleagues, 
there is no opportunity for advancement,” he noted, going on 
to list “no benefits…no job security, no assurance of academic 
freedom, no dedicated office space other than a small desig-
nated room” shared with numerous others... 

So why is academia’s dirty secret – high-powered univer-
sities run on low-paid contingent labor – getting so much me-
dia attention these days? Growing concern over the related 
issue of skyrocketing student debt is one factor. More broad-
ly, the coverage reflects increasing worry, from corporate 
think tanks to the White House and City Hall: while speeches 
lamenting inequality can be a fruitful vote-catching tactic, its  
spectacular increase throughout American society could actu-
ally lead to an outbreak of major class conflict.  

What those at the top are keen to avoid would be just 
what the doctor ordered for those of us looking to win key 
battles against the two-tier system. The chance to ally with a 
working-class rebellion against that inequality would bring 
powerful forces into the arena – and it is power, after all, not 
moral suasion, that can bring real victories.  

“More College Adjuncts See Strength in Union Numbers,” 
reported the Times (December 3, 2013).  Here at the City Uni-
versity, CUNY Contingents Unite was formed in 2008 as a 
“functional entity” within the PSC but not limited by present 
organizational structures, to build the voice and representa-
tion of all those on the bottom of CUNY’s labor system.  Media 

coverage is a good thing, no doubt about it – but it won’t do the 
job for us. That inequality keeps getting worse for the contin-
gent majority may be news to some, but it’s no surprise to the 
thousands of us living it. As for CUNY management, if they  
think all that will come of it is some moaning in the media, 
they’ve got another think coming. To paraphrase Joe Hill: Don’t 
moan – organize. Join the CCU!  

Mike Vozick,  1936-2013 
 Long-time adjunct activist Mike Vozick died of cancer on 
December 20, 2013. Deeply knowledgeable about adjunct life, 
the union, and how the university works, he was co-creator of 
the WBAI radio show on CUNY, “A Dream Deferred.” His fu-
neral service at the Plaza Jewish Community Chapel was at-
tended by many colleagues and fellow activists, together 
with family and friends.  
 A member of the BMCC chapter of the Professional Staff 
Congress, Mike had a long history of activism going back to 
his participation in the civil rights and antiwar movements, 
and a broad range of pursuits, from his profession as a sci-
ence teacher to his abiding interest in Native American histo-
ry and culture. Never one for conformity or obeisance to au-
thority, he lived the indignities of adjunct existence but was 
not broken by them, and never gave up trying to change 
them. Mike was a founder of the CCU, and one of its most 
dedicated members. We will miss him. 
 TAs still ask: “Is Working for Free Supposed to Be OK?”  
 No it isn’t, and our campaign to stop this abuse continues. 
A hearing on “Step 3” (arbitration) of the union grievance 
against this practice at Hunter is due to be held soon. 
 Solidarity: The next court appearance for student activists 
arrested in protests against the militarization of CUNY will be 
on March 11 at 100 Centre Street. Demanding “drop the 
charges,” many have pointed out that the arrests highlight 
the pressing danger to the most basic rights of protest posed 
by the Board of Trustees’ proposed “expressive conduct poli-
cy”… Labor groups from around the country have rallied to 
the defense of Painters’ Union activist Wyatt McMinn, arrest-
ed in Vancouver, WA at a protest against attempts to push 
through union-busting “right-to-work” laws in the Pacific 
Northwest. His trial is scheduled to start March 21.   

    LATE PAY EPIDEMIC:  Many of CUNY’s contingent employees  
can barely make it to the next paycheck as it is. 

    Paying us late is an intolerable abuse.  

    The treatment for late pay-itis? Organize! Contact the CCU. 


