
Power Despite Precarity

“A masterful look at the challenges involved with organizing workers in higher 
education. Berry and Worthen provide excellent recommendations regarding vision 
and strategy, making the book valuable beyond the field of higher education.”

—Bill Fletcher, Jr., author of They’re Bankrupting Us:  
And Twenty Other Myths About Unions

“Academic precarity screws over college and university teachers, partly via 
obfuscation about whether better working conditions are possible and partly by 
stealing our access to institutional memories of how precarious workers have risen 
up to win those better conditions—or something closer to them—in the past. 
Who fought for something better? How did they define what ‘better’ meant? What 
strategy and tactics did they use to make progress? What didn’t work, wasn’t worth 
fighting for, or wasted time along the way? Power Despite Precarity is an essential 
primer on these questions and more; a must-read for new adjuncts and organizers, 
as well as for movement veterans seeking a clear and coherent telling of the story of 
which they are a part, and some sparing but wise words of advice along the way.”

—Alyssa Picard, Director, American Federation of  
Teachers’ higher education division

“Empowers us to fight for the higher education and unions we believe in, uniting 
theory and practice to chart an inspiring path toward labor and education justice.”

—Mia L. McIver, Ph.D., Lecturer, UCLA, President,  
University Council-American Federation of Teachers

“Written from both an organizer’s and historian’s perspective, Power Despite 
Precarity is essential reading for anyone working in higher education who wants a 
better world and wonders what it takes. Berry and Worthen provide a handbook 
on how the growing number of contingent faculty can unite in common cause. 
While it is about education, many of the lessons dealing with internal problems 
inside unions are not issues confined to the education sector (alas) and I especially 
enjoyed those parts.”

—Elaine Bernard, Fellow, Labor & Worklife Program, Harvard Law School

“This is not just an important book but an essential one for anyone concerned 
about higher education. It is impossible to separate the working conditions of 
faculty from the learning conditions of students, and Berry and Worthen explain 
how it is possible to transform both for the better of all.”

—Maria Maisto, President, New Faculty Majority
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Introduction

These days it’s easy to imagine global disaster. It’s harder to imagine how to 
build a sustainable, safe, equitable society. However, that’s what we have to do. 
More specifically, we have to visualize the role to be played in that transition 
by higher education faculty. The changes we see taking place today, in the 
wider world as well as in higher education, are accelerating trends that have 
been in motion since the late 1970s. Foremost among them is increasing 
inequality, both economic and racial, which is taking place in the context of 
the climate crisis. These trends have serious political ramifications.

This book focuses on workers in higher education. Although we are college 
and university faculty, we are also precarious or contingent workers—in 
the sense that our jobs are contingent on factors that have nothing to do 
with the quality or importance of our work. Our employment lacks the 
necessary rights and conditions to make the best education for students 
or to provide a decent life for ourselves. We are now the majority, between 
two-thirds and three-fourths of all faculty. Our industry is in a crisis. Since 
the pandemic began, thousands of us have been laid off. Universities and 
colleges have sent students home (sometimes to other countries), moved 
to online classes, dropped traditional grading and assessment systems, 
paused admissions processes and passed emergency rules to allow layoffs 
of all faculty, including tenured faculty.1 Even before the pandemic, public 
institutions faced huge deficits that challenged our system of funding but 
now many small institutions have checked their balance sheets and decided 
to fold completely. At the same time, new flexible employment strategies 
that build on Internet communications are emerging. All of them assume 
contingency, gig work, as a fundamental feature.2 This is to say nothing of 
defaults on the debts incurred by our students, which can only be paid if 
those who owe have jobs, and will likely trigger a chain reaction similar to 
the defaults on real estate in 2008.

Now we are faced with a sharp choice. Either we submit to what Naomi 
Klein calls the “shock doctrine” and open the door to disaster capitalism, or 
we wield our power to make this social and political crisis deliver something 
positive for us. In order to do this, we need to think strategically.
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starting with a history

To construct a picture of what can be done, we begin with the history of 
faculty organizing in the California State University (CSU) system starting 
(though not from scratch) in the early 1970s. We follow it through into the 
present, showing the many alliances that were built and the different fights 
on different terrains that eventually produced what is considered by many to 
be the best contract and the best working conditions for contingent faculty in 
the United States. Most of this history took place before there was a real con-
tingent faculty movement, before we used the term “precarious” to describe 
employment, and before there were lively Internet connections. During this 
time, faculties were experiencing casualization without really understand-
ing its significance. We make the point that this long fight played a major 
role in the development of what is now a national and in fact international 
movement of contingent faculty. We know there will be a new normal: This 
fight is over what that new normal will be and who will decide it.

Despite the immediate crises, we think that the key characteristic of this 
struggle is its continuity. A summary update on the 2021 situation in the 
CSUs is that the struggle has continued, both vis-à-vis the employer and 
within the union. The Lecturers’ Council of the California Faculty Associa-
tion (CFA) continues to be the locus of debates, the Lecturer leadership has 
become more diverse, contingent faculty have taken leading roles through-
out the union, the union itself has maintained a high level of internal 
organization and membership despite the loss of agency fee funding, and 
the contract continues to be likely the best in the US. More good news is that 
other contracts at other institutions are rising toward this standard.

Today we are still fighting for the same fundamental conditions we fought 
for in the 1970s. Our working conditions are still our students’ learning con-
ditions. It still takes a long, long time to build solidarity. Our arguments 
about organizing, who should be organized, and how, still hold, with their 
implications for how we relate to our students and the rest of society. Our 
definition of tenure as “just cause dismissal” has not changed: just as in other 
workplaces, employees in higher ed should presume continued employment 
unless there is a “just cause”—a good, transparent, non-discriminatory 
reason (and there are legal definitions of this)—for firing someone. Our 
arguments about the general social wage and bargaining for the public good 
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have not changed. Nor has our “Blue Sky” vision of what a union can mean 
for faculty.

higher education:  
a profit-seeking industry that has become a bubble

In the last forty years, but especially in the last twenty years in the US, we 
have seen higher education transformed into a profit-seeking industry. 
This goes beyond the for-profit sector itself (examples are the University 
of Phoenix, Kaplan, Grand Canyon University, and the various Acade-
mies of Art, to say nothing of the fraudulent Trump University). It has also 
reshaped the public and non-profit sectors through the ratcheting-up of the 
cost of tuition, the privatization of student loans, the recruiting of overseas 
students to stuff sagging budgets, the competition for rankings and the pro-
motional displays of luxury accommodations and recreational facilities. The 
flow of money through the whole project of academic research has distorted 
what is studied, what is judged, what is published and who has access to 
it. The higher ed industry, like the real estate industry and its sibling, the 
finance industry, has found a way to suck down the wealth accumulated by 
the previous generation during the 1950s and 1960s, the years post-World 
War II when inequality for a while actually leveled off and conditions for 
the working class improved. Many people have noticed that there is a higher 
ed bubble, a bubble that, when it collapses, will hurt most those who have 
bought into it, trusting that another credential will make a difference in 
their employment expectations. This pain will be felt the most, as usual, by 
those who can least afford it: both teachers and students.

So what remains of higher education when selling diplomas is no longer a 
quick way to turn a profit, when no number of credentials can get a graduate 
a job in an economy where there is between 15 and 30 percent actual unem-
ployment, where universities and colleges are stripped of tax support and 
parents are challenging the price charged for online classes? What does 
“higher education for the public good” look like in this day and age?

our place in the labor movement

We feel it is important, especially at this time, that the contingent faculty 
movement, of which this book is a product as well as an intervention, sees 
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itself as part of the broader labor movement in education and part of the 
larger working class as a whole in the US, and in fact internationally, since 
our core issue of contingency is a major worldwide issue and concern. We 
hope by this extended case study of one very deep, broad and long-last-
ing experience in the CSU system to demonstrate that our contingency is 
in many ways proto-typical of what the future may have in store for other 
workers. We also think that the story we tell and the lessons we draw may 
have some usefulness well beyond the borders of precarious academic 
employment. As highly educated professional workers who are only now 
coming to realize individually and collectively our place in the working 
class, we can be an example for the rest of the labor movement. We also of 
course have a lot to learn individually and collectively as a movement from 
the rest of the working-class movement in all its variety.

how this book is organized

We have divided this book into five parts. In Part I, we begin with Chapters 
1 through 4 telling the story of organizing within the CSU system (23 
campuses, 28,000 faculty, 70 percent of whom are employed as contin-
gent in 2020) that started in the 1960s and 1970s, alongside the Civil Rights 
and anti-war movements and erupted into what was viewed as a revolution 
within the union in the late 1990s, finally reaching a point where the Cali-
fornia Faculty Association (the CFA, with various affiliates) could bargain 
what is recognized to be the best contract for contingent faculty in the US.

Part II consists of only one chapter, Chapter Five, that gives a history 
that goes back to when steel manufacturer Andrew Carnegie brought about 
the standardization of existing higher education institutions, so that a BA 
degree from one institution was more or less the same as one from another 
institution, in what we call the first transition. Readers will recognize the 
origin of “Carnegie units” at this point. The second transition came about 
when higher education was impacted by World War II and the subsequent 
GI Bill. This expanded higher education enormously and also brought a 
new working-class student demographic through the doors of colleges and 
universities. The third transition (the 1960s and 1970s) took place when 
this new student body and their children, much more diverse and working 
class than in previous generations, changed the curriculum, the demograph-
ics of the faculty and the shape of the institution itself, demanding ethnic 
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studies, affirmative action and, central to our concerns, unionization. The 
fourth and most recent transition began in parallel and partly in reaction to 
the third, as the neo-liberal agenda beginning in the 1970s worked its way 
into colleges and universities, public as well as private, leading to declines 
in public funding, rises in tuition, privatization of institutional functions, 
vocationalization of programs, and above all, the casualization of faculty, 
which continually increased, until contingent workers are now the majority 
of all faculty. We propose that casualization was a solution to a four-part 
problem confronted by lower-level higher education managers: budget cuts, 
the uncertainty of enrollments as the student demographic changed, the 
threat of unionization, and the entry into the faculty labor pool of more and 
more women and people of color.

This fifth transition is now our challenge. If we agree that the crisis of 
higher education that we are seeing today is largely the acceleration of past 
trends, we can expect higher education to rise again because it is needed—
essential, in fact. But what will it look like? The fifth transition we want is 
something we have to build out of that crisis, focusing on how we answer 
the fundamental questions about our work: for whom, by whom, and for 
what purpose?

The three chapters (6, 7 and 8) of Part III focus on the union contract and 
our working conditions generally. Chapters 6 and 7 give a “Blue Sky” vision 
of what we fight for, that applies to all contingents. We ask, in these two 
chapters, not what we can get now, but what we need. Concretely, this means 
looking past the fight immediately at hand, the fight that is constrained by 
the actual conditions under which it takes place, and visualizing the strug-
gles that will come up in the future. At the same time, we ask what we need 
to do to make our own organizations more equal and therefore stronger.

In Chapter 8, we turn to the actual CFA/CSU contract to see how these 
Blue Sky goals map out when they get passed through the give-and-take 
sausage-making of negotiations with an adversary. We go from Blue Sky 
to “what we can get.” This contract is to our knowledge the best contract 
for contingents in the US, but we see how language can skirt but still cover 
an issue (seniority) and how a core topic (academic freedom) can become 
almost, but not quite, invisible. We will also see how hard it is to bargain a 
bridge from contingent status to tenure itself.

In Part IV, Chapters 9 and 10 are about strategy. We pick up from the 
history at the end of Chapter 4 and describe how local and state-level con-
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tingent faculty activism took shape as a national movement in the late 1990s. 
We identify two strategies—the Metro strategy and the Inside/Outside (I/
Os) strategy—both arrived at by a combination of process of elimination 
and common sense, plus some extended discussions among contingent 
faculty leaders as we attempted to theorize what was going on. We use the 
story of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party to further illustrate what 
the I/Os looks like, and this brings us into the present. Now with a national 
movement to push us forward, the urgency of the transition going on around 
us, and the conflicts continuing to sharpen, we have to look ahead.

Part V consists of seven chapters, Chapters 11–17, addressing what we call 
“troublesome questions.” These questions are intended to be applied in the 
present, as activists and local unions organize themselves, and are reflective 
strategic questions with no easy answers. They surfaced during the long, dif-
ficult CFA organizing effort, and can be counted on to come up in all unions 
and union organizing campaigns. The failure to deal with them openly and 
honestly can undermine the solidarity necessary to win. Because we have 
been part of innumerable discussions of these issues, we draw on our expe-
rience to suggest how to navigate them and what further questions to ask.

The single chapter, Chapter 18, of Part VI opens with a list of the dangers 
and hopes that we face today. It may seem remarkable that, given current 
trends, the list of our hopes is so long. We just have to remember that our 
situation is man (and woman)-made: we made it; we can make it better. The 
song says, “Without our brain and muscle, not a single wheel would turn.” 
We end the chapter with a few suggestions about immediate strategies.

how this book came to be

Readers will see that the first four chapters and many of the examples in the 
later chapters are taken from interviews with John Hess, who taught in the 
CSUs starting in the middle 1970s and became a CFA staffer in 2000.

John was a good friend of Joe Berry. Born in 1939 in rural Pennsylvania 
to a Mennonite family, he studied business and engineering at Lehigh Uni-
versity, was drafted and, despite his Mennonite background, went into the 
peacetime military and wound up in Germany. He got away from the base a 
lot, learned German and married. Between his interactions in working-class 
bars and taverns in Germany and the influence of the Civil Rights movement 
back in the US, John came to see himself as a socialist and anti-imperialist. 



Introduction

7

He came back to the United States with his wife Judy and son Andy, enrolled 
in a graduate program at Indiana University in literature and made friends 
with people drawn to the new-to-America discipline of critical film studies. 
This group, which included Julia Reichert and Chuck Kleinhaus, became 
the founding collective of Jump Cut, one of the first serious American film 
studies journals. His marriage ended in divorce, his wife took their son back 
to Germany, and John, deciding that it was more fun to be a film journal-
ist than a graduate student, left without finishing his dissertation and went 
to the Bay Area where he began teaching, first at Sonoma State, then at San 
Francisco State, and building a local collective around Jump Cut.

Joe Berry was a student of John Hess at S.F. State. They became friends. 
Later they were both delegates to the San Francisco Labor Council. When 
they both retired, they would meet in John’s back garden in Oakland and 
reflect on their experiences in the world of academic labor organizing. Their 
conversations led them to decide to write this book.

Joe began a series of interviews with John, taping the interviews. Then 
John was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. After a while, he lost the ability to 
gather his memories coherently and eventually even to speak clearly. The 
meetings continued, however, until his death in 2015. The book project 
was by then well under way, so Helena Worthen, Joe’s partner and herself a 
contingent faculty activist, writer and organizer, stepped in and helped tran-
scribe the interviews and ultimately draft the book. (At this point, we’ll shift 
to the pronoun “we,” meaning Helena and Joe.) We contacted others who 
had lived through the long fight and whose memories could fill in on events 
that happened back in the 1970s. They gave interviews that shaped the book 
as it came to life.

Like John, we are socialists and view higher education as part of the 
social wage of any decent country. Education workers provide an essential 
part of social reproduction and, like most social reproduction workers, are 
unpaid or underpaid, and disproportionally female. Of course, like labor 
itself, education should not, in a just world, be a commodity—an article 
of commerce—and neither should be healthcare, the environment, the 
survival of other species, or science. But we should not underestimate the 
power of the forces that see things differently. Disregard for human life and 
for the survival of the planet itself has been displayed by the US govern-
ment. This power will not only resist any challenge, it will move against us 
in advance, to claim any social space that has opened during this particular 
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crisis and to prevent us from moving forward ourselves. Therefore we have 
to make the first moves ourselves—or, in labor relations lingo, we must be 
the moving party.




