
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fifteen months ago, the leadership of our un-
ion, the Professional Staff Congress, pushed 
through a contract that, we wrote at the time, 
“continues and deepens the pattern of previous 
contracts: increasing the monstrous inequalities 
of CUNY’s two-tier labor system.” Far from ad-
dressing adjunct poverty, “the unbearable situa-
tion is slated to continue”; far from moving in the 
direction of equal pay for equal work, “the im-
mense gap in pay and benefits” would “grow 
wider” (“Vote No!” The Advance, June 2016.) This 
contract is expiring soon. “Contingent” CUNY em-
ployees are saying loud and clear that we do not 
intend to see more of the same. 

In particular, the demand for “7K” (a mini-
mum starting salary of $7,000 per 3-credit 
course), with real job security – a call that goes 
back to the intensive campaign of 2014 described 
on page 2 – is picking up steam. Let’s be clear: we 
are not proposing, suggesting, requesting or hop-
ing that this be taken under consideration: we are 
demanding that the union make this a bottom-
line point in the contract fight that’s about to 
begin. This can only mean a real struggle, on sev-
eral fronts. Among them: 
– Protests and demonstrations should not only 
continue, but bring in large numbers of under-
grads from across the CUNY system. This means 
connecting the push for 7K to the fight for no tui-
tion, for open admissions, and against the racist 
and anti-immigrant repression that targets large 
numbers of CUNY students and their families. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

– Chapters of the PSC must be won to formally 
and officially signing on to the 7K demand now.  
– Adjuncts need to link up with HEOs, CLTs and 
other sectors of the PSC, fighting the two-tier sys-
tem’s divide-and-conquer logic all down the line. 
This is also key to winning active support from as 
many tenured/tenure-track faculty as possible.  
– It’s crucial to mobilize together with campus 
workers who are mainly members of DC37, 
UNITE-HERE and other unions. This was seen in 
our campaign last year against Cuomo’s exclusion 
of CUNY workers from the $15 minimum wage he 
announced SUNY workers would get. 
– A real fight would inevitably come up against the 
New York State Taylor Law, which “prohibits” not 
only strikes but any work action by public employ-
ees. Both the Democratic and Republican parties 
of capital enforce it. To break and rip up this anti-
labor law, what’s needed is power: working-class 
power in alliance with all the oppressed. 

The entire labor movement is under attack. 
Yet increasing numbers want to fight. 40,000 Ver-
izon workers went on strike last year. Spectrum 
cable workers have been on strike for six months. 
Immigrant workers in NYC wage inspiring, coura-
geous organizing drives. In August, shortly after 
Charlottesville, West Coast longshore workers 
voted to use their power to shut down a fascist 
provocation in San Francisco. In an editorial on ad-
junct poverty three years ago, The Advance 
stressed: “It is power…not moral suasion, that can 
bring real victories.” Let’s bring it to bear in the 
fight for 7K and to dismantle the two-tier system. 
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Fighting to Win the Struggle for $7K 

 Two-Tier Labor Must Go! 



International Adjunct Conference Calls for $7K 

In 2014, CUNY Contingents Unite initiated a 
united-front campaign against adjunct poverty pay. Al-
most 800 signatures of CUNY faculty and staff had 
been gathered for the demand that “5K” be a bottom-
line demand in current union contract negotiations at 
the City University. This was based on the nationwide 
“5K” demand that began at SUNY New Paltz and was 
adopted by adjunct groups and unions around the 
country. In August 2014, we brought a resolution to 
the international Coalition of Contingent Academic La-
bor conference, where strong arguments were made 
for this to be changed to 7K in line with the Modern 
Language Association minimum figure; this is reflected 
in the resolution which was enthusiastically adopted 
there. We reproduce it below. 

SUPPORTING U.S. CALL FOR $7,000 MINIMUM PER 
3-CREDIT COURSE, A SENIORITY SYSTEM, AND REAL 

JOB SECURITY FOR ALL CONTINGENT FACULTY 

     Whereas, the two-tier system of academic labor, in 
which there is a much-diminished population of ten-
ure line (permanent) faculty and a large and growing 
population of long-term and shorter-term contingent 
faculty, is producing untenable economic hardship and 
intolerable working conditions that reflect escalating 
attacks on education, labor rights and students, and 
     Whereas, we seek full equality and the dismantling 
of the tiered labor system and support real advances  

toward this goal (such as a significant pro rata increase 
in pay); seniority rights and job security, and 
Whereas, the crisis of contingent labor has highlighted 
the need for parity, with real job security and a senior-
ity system, and 
     Whereas, this crisis has brought a call in the U.S. for 
achieving or surpassing a MINIMUM starting salary of 
at least $7,000 (“7K”) per 3-credit course (or its equiv-
alent)  (the minimum salary endorsed by the Modern 
Language Association [MLA]), with real job security 
and a seniority system, which, while still far from par-
ity, would be a significant advance for many contin-
gent faculty, and a call with similar intent has been en-
dorsed by several higher education unions in New York 
State, the National Education Association (NEA) and 
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT),* there-
fore, be it 
     RESOLVED that COCAL XI endorses the call in the 
U.S. for achieving or surpassing a MINIMUM starting 
salary of at least $7K per 3-credit course (or its equiv-
alent) for all contingent academic employees in the 
U.S., combined with real job security and a seniority 
system; that this objective, despite being modest, is 
long overdue and needs to be implemented now, and 
that we support the struggle for this to be achieved in 
current contract negotiations. 

 * The NEA, the AFT, and several New York State higher 
education unions have endorsed the Mayday $5K (or 
a similar) proposal.

Needed to win: mass mobilization bringing in large numbers of undergrads together with campus work-

ers, key sectors of city labor, immigrants, oppressed communities. 2014: National campaign for $5K min-

imum per course, with 800 signatures at CUNY, set stage for adoption of CCU’s motion for $7K demand at 

international Coalition of Contingent Academic Labor conference that summer. Left: May Day 2014 pro-

test. Right: CCU/Adjunct Project posters for $7K at September 2014 PSC rally.  



 

 

 

Is There Such a Thing as a “Just Contract”?  

7K and Job Security Must Be Part of the Fight to 

Demolish the Two-Tier Labor System 

 This issue of The Advance focuses on the fight for 
“7K,” with real job security for all CUNY’s contingent 
employees and a seniority system; some considera-
tions on how to push this struggle forward; and a little 
about its history. The struggle against adjunct poverty 
is not postponable. We cannot allow the demand to be 
relegated yet again to “somewhere over the rainbow,” 
or to wither like an eternal dream deferred.  
 In this short opinion piece I would like to argue the 
following: 

First: We face powerful enemies in this fight, so 
only by mobilizing a greater power will it be possible 
to win. That means a class-struggle orientation, bring-
ing in powerful sectors of the city’s multiracial working 
class in alliance with large numbers of CUNY under-
grads, immigrants, and oppressed communities. This is 
doubly important given the Taylor Law’s “illegaliza-
tion” of strikes by public employees. 

Second: The two-tier system can never be made 
“just” or “fair.” The burning, urgent demand for 7K 
must be fought for as part of the struggle to dismantle 
and demolish the entire two-tier labor system. That 
will not be accomplished within the framework of 
“normal” labor-management negotiations (even if 
these were made less bureaucratic on the labor side). 
It can only happen as part of a major upheaval against 
the whole set-up through which the hand-picked rep-
resentatives of the ruling class lord it over everyone 
who works and studies at CUNY.  
 Third: As we have just about all seen for ourselves, 
the union bureaucracy is a central obstacle to the 
struggle. For them, the time is never right for a real at-
tack on the two-tier system. Adjuncts are supposed to 
adjust their expectations eternally to the logic and 
framework set by that system. If we don’t, then all too 
often we’re treated like ingrate no-goodniks who 
should sit down, shut up and wait for better times. 
Meanwhile, the bureaucrats endlessly aver, better 

times will come only through more of their eternal 
subjugation to the Democratic Party that administers 
the Taylor Law in NY State, racist “broken windows” in 
NYC, and paved the way for Trump. Forget about it. 
 Lastly: In a sharp struggle, political clarity is crucial. 
And here I would like to challenge slogans about a 
“just” or “fair” contract, “the contract you deserve,” 
etc.  It’s no accident that the labor bureaucracy – and 
management – use the language of “fair” and “just” 
contracts. The whole framework is false; to put it an-
other way, it’s the ideology of capitalism itself.  

Any contract negotiation consists of haggling over the price 
of labor power – and those of us who depend on a paycheck to 
survive have little choice, so long as this social system continues. 
So yes, unless we can do this “bargaining” collectively, we’re 
pretty much helpless. Some contracts are better, or worse, than 
others. But there’s nothing fair or just about the bargain.  

So why does the labor bureaucracy go on about 
fair and just contracts? Because its social function is to 
serve as “mediators” of labor’s struggle with capital. It 
sees that as natural and eternal. It is this social role 
that leads to its eternal sellouts. 
 Not for nothing did Karl Marx call “A fair day’s 
wage for a fair day’s work” a “conservative motto,” in 
his classic Wages, Price and Profit (1865). While 
fighting for higher wages and better conditions, he ar-
gued, the working class should “instead inscribe on 
[its] banner the revolutionary watchword: ‘Abolition of 
the wages system’” – that is, of capitalism.  
 Why does this matter now? It matters because a 
strategy for winning needs to be genuinely radical, 
that is, to get to the root of the problem. James P. Can-
non put it like this in a classic article from the ’30s: a 
struggle between labor and capital is “decided by 
power; ‘justice’ has nothing to do with it. The workers 
will not have justice until they take over the world.” 
And our chance of winning this particular battle de-
pends on placing it squarely in that context.      – Sándor 
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