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“We Demand the Right to Vote” 
Across CUNY, posters, fliers 

and stickers announce  the refer-
endum organized by the Profes-
sional Staff Congress (PSC) for a 
vote of “no confidence” in the 
CUNY administration’s Pathways 
initiative. In our many state-
ments on Pathways, CUNY Con-
tingents Unite has highlighted 
how the administration launched 
this program as an attack on stu-
dents’ education as well as on  
basic rights of the workforce. 
Unlike many materials on the 
subject, we have shown con-
cretely how it threatens the jobs, 
pay and conditions of 
“contingent” employees in par-
ticular. A real fight against Path-
ways would require a genuine 
revolt by both “full-” and “part-time” faculty, staff, and 
students against the two-tier labor system and the anti-
democratic structure of the university itself. 

The contingent majority has very good reasons to 
oppose Pathways' attack on our jobs and conditions. 
Most CUNY courses are taught by contingents, and most 
of those taking the hit of lost hours, courses and pay 
(and in some cases health coverage) are also members 
of the contingent majority. However, in the PSC-
organized referendum on Pathways, the only people 
allowed to vote are “full-time faculty,” a disastrous poli-
cy the union leadership has insisted on despite wide-
spread opposition. The majority is thereby excluded 
from the vote, just as “contingent” employees are ex-
cluded from crucial benefits, excluded from anything 
remotely approaching equal pay for equal work, exclud-
ed (whether de jure or de facto) from a range of deci-
sion-making bodies – but far from excluded from the 
worst effects of Pathways. 

Debate on the exclusionary nature of the referen-
dum extended to the April and May meetings of the un-
ion’s Delegate Assembly (DA). Several exchanges oc-
curred on the DA listserv among opponents and propo-

nents of the leadership’s policy; this included an open 
letter to PSC officers and the DA initiated by widely 
known faculty and signed by an impressive list of union 
activists.  (The letter is available on line at http://
www.ipetitions.com/petition/inclusion-on-pathways/.)  
  The following text was posted to the DA listserv on 
May 14. Written in a personal capacity by a CCU activist 
and union delegate, the text is reprinted here for the 
information of all those concerned with the rights of the 
contingent majority, and elementary union democracy.  

What the Referendum Discussion Reveals 

Over the past weeks, controversy has continued to 
mount over the decision to exclude the majority of the 
union membership, and of the workforce, from the 
Pathways referendum. Some are surprised, “sad,” or 
even outraged that the debate has not gone away, 
and that a growing number of colleagues – including 
some of CUNY’s best-known scholars – voice opposi-
tion to this exclusion. 

Instead of wishing them away, it is essential to ad-
dress the deep-going problems illuminated by this con-
troversy, as fully, candidly and fearlessly as the basic 

CCU signs worn at May 16 union Delegate Assembly. A real fight against 
Pathways means fighting the two-tier system.       (Photo: The Advance) 

http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/inclusion-on-pathways/
http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/inclusion-on-pathways/
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issue – the damage to solidarity inflicted by ac-
ceptance of the two-tier system – demands. 
  “Stop” signals are bound to fail when it comes to 
something so fundamental as the right to vote. The 
reason the controversy has not gone away is that it 
can’t. It can’t because it is about much more than a 
momentary “tactic”; it’s about the reality of what the 
two-tier system means for all aspects of life at CUNY, 
and in the union. 

  That perceptions of that reality all too often frag-
ment along the lines of the tiered system itself is yet 
another indication of what is at stake in this debate. 
Examples where that is not the case – again, the letter 
a united group of “full-” and “part-timers” addressed 
to this body – should be built on and expanded, not 
dismissed. 

  Those who express impatience with opponents of 
our exclusion are not doing the union any favors. Ask 
yourself: do you really want to entrench yourself in 
the position of defending disenfranchisement? When 
it comes to tactics, is that a smart one? And to grasp 
the kind of thing that keeps rubbing salt in the wound, 
take a look at the May Clarion. You know: the one that 
says “FACULTY VOTE ON PATHWAYS” in huge letters 
on the cover. 
  It features a column by President Bowen, 
“Pathways referendum: Making our voices heard.” 
After referring to CUNY's incoming administrators, 
she writes: 

“The No Confidence vote is a chance to let them 
know in no uncertain terms that the curriculum 
CUNY seeks to impose is strongly opposed by the 
faculty – by those who do the work of teaching at 
City University.” 

In all frankness I was astounded by this statement, 
from which the large majority of those who actually 
do the work of teaching at CUNY have simply van-
ished. (The statement is deemed important enough to 
be quoted separately in the issue’s news round-up, 
again titled “Faculty to vote on Pathways.”) 

  It should be self-evident that telling us that we can, 
after all, play a role – by “speaking to your full-time 
colleagues and reminding them to take part” in the 
referendum (when we can’t), and asking them to 
wear “I’m voting No Confidence in Pathways” stickers 
(which we can’t) – makes matters worse. 

  That for some this is not evident points again to the 
depth and breadth of the real problem and issues at 
stake in this discussion. To put it diplomatically (we’re 
told that a collegial tone is very important in “the 

academy”): those tiers do have an insidious way of 
getting into people’s heads, don’t they?  

*   *   * 
      A number of arguments have been made against the 
elementary proposition that the majority should be able 
to vote, all the more so when the majority is deeply 
affected by what is being voted on. Putting aside those 
that are incidental, tangential, appeals to the allegedly 
outraged dignity of the body and so forth, the main 
ones seem to come down to these: 
  – “This is just a tactic.” Stamping the label “tactic” on 
mass disenfranchisement does not make it right, let 
alone smart. News flash: this allegedly smart tactic 
is seriously alienating large numbers of people who want 
to, and have powerful reasons to, vote against Path-
ways. 
  – “The DA already decided, by a vote of 50 to 
15.” Actually, the decision to exclude the majority of 
the workforce, and of those affected by Pathways, was 
made – and broadcast – before the DA vote even hap-
pened. As for the idea that fifty people voting to up-
hold the disenfranchisement of many thousands 
means the latter should stop kicking about it, things 
don’t work that way – particularly when it comes to 
something so basic and deeply felt. The opposite is 
happening. On one campus after another, members of 
the excluded tiers are asking, “If it does something like 
that, how much does that body really represent the 
majority?” Some friendly advice (seriously): don’t turn 
a deaf ear to that kind of question. 
 – “It is/was too hard [too late, etc.] to include non-‘full-
timers.’” This is basically a tautological argument: it 
was decided to do it this way, so it had to be done this 
way. Short-sightedly, it overlooks the overall impact of 
the exclusion in the name of expediency and technical 
considerations. 
  – “The administration only listens to full-timers.” It 
does? Could have fooled me. I thought the point the 
union has repeatedly made is that the administration 
keeps showing blatant disregard for what even the 
highest levels and constituted bodies of the faculty 
have to say. The administration picked a fight with fac-
ulty over Pathways to show just that. Illusions to the 
contrary guarantee a rude awakening. As 
for union policy and tactics, management’s disdain for 
non-“full-timers” is the opposite of a good argument 
for what the union should do. Again, that this point is 
not considered self-evident points to the depth of the 
problems we’re discussing. 
  – “The union leadership has been working to save ad-
junct health insurance.” Some of those making this ar-
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gument seem shocked by how strongly adjuncts react 
against it. You’re not really saying we have to choose 
between losing our vote and losing our healthcare, 
are you? Union leaders are supposed to stop members 
from losing benefits; this does not make it OK for 
them to exclude such members from union-sponsored 
votes.* 
  *If you really want to discuss the healthcare issue, the fact is: a) 

restrictive enrollment requirements exclude whole swathes of the 
neediest adjuncts from coverage, which the leadership has re-
fused to challenge; b) the body that threatened to cut off cover-
age was the union-administered Welfare Fund, which was under-
funded by CUNY in line with c) years of two-tier contracts, negoti-
ated by the union leadership, that keep widening inequalities. So 
this is not the kind of argument, for vote exclusion or much else, 
likely to win friends and influence people. 
  – In a similar vein: Those making a fuss about this are 
being disloyal to the union. Not a verbatim quotation, 
but it captures the gist of all too many comments. As 
if union loyalty ever meant or could mean accepting 
second-class status! Those excluded would more justly 
retort that the union – more accurately, its leadership 
– is being disloyal to us by cutting the majority out 
from voting. Real loyalty to the union cause means 
calling things by their right name, refusing to accept 
inequality, and fighting to make things right. Anything 
else just discredits the words. 
  – “It’s been said and repeated that the decision on 
the referendum should not be seen as a litmus test on 
the union’s stance on the two-tier system.” Really? No 
matter how many times such exhortations are made, 
they don’t and won’t conjure the problem away – be-
cause a litmus test on the two-tier system, and how 
ceding to its logic undermines union solidarity, is pre-
cisely what is going on.  

  – “The referendum is limited to full-time facul-
ty...because of the full-time faculty’s role in the formu-
lation and oversight of curriculum” (Clarion, May 
2013). Some of those sincerely troubled by the situa-
tion take this as the most weighty argument for ex-
cluding the majority. 
  Addressing it, the recent posting from [a well-
informed union activist] gave powerful examples of 
roles that non-“full-timers” do in fact play when it 
comes to curriculum. Moreover, countless non-“full-
timers” have created innumerable courses for our 
departments, modified uncounted others, generated 
mountains of syllabi; then there is the intricate work 
of putting curricula into practice; then there is the 
fundamental fact that no curriculum is worth two 
bits without the essential, endless and too-often 
“invisible” work of thousands of teaching assistants 
and fellows, HEOs, adjuncts, CLTs, Continuing Ed in-
structors, not to mention other job titles still unor-
ganized or covered by other unions (when what we 
ought to have is a single university workers union) . 
  Even more fundamentally, non-“full-time” sectors 
of the workforce are disproportionately affected 
by the curricular catastrophes Pathways is creating, 
as noted above. 
  If we were to put these considerations aside and 
take the argument at face value, it would get worse, 
not better. That is because it takes as its starting 
point the idea that a “full-time” monopoly of 
“governance” is natural, right, and a given, from 
which union decisions must obviously flow. In other 
words, it is a two-tier argument. That is the most im-
portant reason why so many smart people can’t 
seem to get how “smart” the unprincipled tactic of 
excluding the majority is supposed to be. 
  The argument that curriculum is innately the prov-
ince of full-timers and therefore only full-timers 
should vote on Pathways is a gambit some wits have 
dubbed the “medieval caste privilege defense,” 
which goes like this: Hear ye, hear ye, the upper 
caste, those upon whom the name faculty is fully be-
stowed, have since time immemorial controlled deci-
sion-making in this domesne, and thus shall it be 
henceforth. 
  As Billie Holiday once put it, referencing eons of 
received wisdom and divine right argumentation: It 
ain’t necessarily so. 
  To put it another way: Not just for the majority 
who are in the bottom tiers, but for all those chal-
lenging the undemocratic nature of universities’ deci-
sion-making structures – with their late-feudal origins 
– such an approach stands in the way of addressing 

Job security demand endorsed 
   On April 17, a well-attended meeting of 
Hunter College adjuncts was held at the initia-
tive of the college’s PSC chapter. During a 
lively discussion on the need for job security, 
agreement quickly emerged on the CCU’s De-
mand #1 for the union contract struggle, with  
the meeting unanimously approving the fol-
lowing motion: “This meeting of ‘part-time’ 
faculty at Hunter College, organized to dis-
cuss issues of job security, endorses the de-
mand for ‘Minimum three-year contracts for 
adjuncts, with documented reasons for non-
reappointment and a system of seniority.’” 
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our common needs and vital concerns. This should be 
the case even more powerfully and urgently when the 
administration blithely announces that one unelected, 
unrepresentative chancellor is stepping out to the 
tune of $300K+ and the unelected, unrepresentative 
Board of Trustees will exercise its powers to impose a 
new one on us soon. These issues are linked. Genuine-
ly tackling the two-tier labor system is inconceivable 
without a real fight to abolish that unelected, unrepre-
sentative structure and replace it with bodies demo-
cratically elected by all those who work and study at 
CUNY. 
  Summing up: When the administration issues un-
democratic and damaging diktats that go against the 
interests of those who work and study here, we 
should all oppose that. In doing so, the answer is not 
to exalt exclusivity in decision-making, much less to 
replicate it in something our union can in fact control: 
who gets to vote in a union-sponsored referendum. 
  That a real fight against Pathways requires resisting, 
not reproducing, management’s logic of divide and 
conquer underlies the understanding of the need for 
genuine unity expressed in the letter that “part-” and 
“full-timers” (some of whom have been very promi-
nent indeed in the union’s own past appeals) have 
addressed to the DA and union officers. 
  With all obeisance to the aforementioned “collegial 
norms of discourse,” let’s be clear. The decision to 
exclude contingent employees from the referendum 
has done serious injury, and insult, to the majority of 
those this union is supposed to represent. The call has 
been made for the union leadership and Delegate As-
sembly to redress that damage. Sober consideration 
in light of the past weeks’ controversies should indi-

cate that it is in the best interests of solidarity among 
the entire membership – that is, of the union itself – 
for this to occur. Without being planned as a 
“teaching moment” on the two-tier system, the ex-
clusionary vote on Pathways has become just that. 
The opportunity to learn from it is there. The union’s 
future depends on doing so. 

            – Sándor John (Hunter College) 
 ____________________________________________ 

Some of what we’ve  written about  
Pathways in the past: 

  “When it comes to most aspects of working life at 
CUNY, adjuncts fall down the university’s very own 
rabbit hole – to Two-Tier Land, where everything is 
reflected through the mad system of contingent la-
bor. While Pathways’ impact on adjuncts is seldom 
stressed, here too the two-tier system will take a par-
ticularly heavy toll on those on the bottom: the con-
tingent majority.... Pathways is often seen as a simple 
face-off between the latest administration diktat and 
long-established prerogatives of full-time faculty. In 
fact, adjuncts and other contingents can be expected 
to take a disproportionate hit from this plan, which 
attacks students’ right to quality education and is 
arousing a storm of opposition from faculty across 
the university. Aimed largely at courses many of us 
teach, Pathways would make adjunct life at CUNY 
even more tenuous and insecure.” (From: “What 
Would ‘Pathways’ Do to Adjuncts?” The Advance, 
April-May 2012.) 
  “CUNY-wide, we’re largely kept in the dark about 
what Pathways’ consequences will be for adjuncts 
and other ‘contingent’ faculty and staff. Discussion 
tends to focus on how the plan affects full-time facul-
ty and tramples faculty governance. Academic free-
dom issues are also posed, which affect us all. But 
this is not the whole story. Like most management 
diktats, the further down you are in the labor system 
the harsher Pathways’ impact will be.” (From Hunter 
CCU leaflet  “Adjunct Jobs and Pay on Pathways 
Chopping Block,” December 2012.) 

Join the CCU!  

Monthly meetings are held at the CUNY Gradu-

ate Center,  usually on the last Friday of the 

month, from 4:00 to 5:30 p.m.  

Upcoming meetings:  

Friday, May 31, Room 5489  

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. 


