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Foreword

MICHELLE FINE

“You’ve been CUNYied”: a (self) mocking recognition that erupts
when students find weird, enraging, unexpected fees attached to
their already too high tuition bills; when faculty or staff receive
checks late or for amounts much smaller than anticipated; when
program staff are thanked by administrators, “You have been
amazing, a life saver, but with austerity, well you understand, it
may be just one more month.”

CUNY is like a lover you should—but can’t—Ileave. You know
they will break your heart, but there’s a magic, seduction, and of-
ten a betrayal. But then a student who shines; a class that sings; a
policy victory; a book you take to bed that you never would have
known about....

You know it will be a struggle; there may be a diploma, or full-
time job, or promotion—or not.

You are nourished by the energy, the protests, the histories, the
wild ideas just voiced in a classroom by the person with full body
tattoos, pink hair and piercings, sitting next to the Afghan war vet,
next to someone with an UNDOCU-QUEER t-shirt, next to some-
one deeply religious—debating the uses of anger by Audre Lorde.

Something keeps us hanging around. It’s certainly not the pay



Editors’ Introduction

ROSE M. KIM, GRACE M. CHO AND ROBIN MCGINTY

We write this introduction in May 2021, well over a year since
the Covid-19 pandemic upended daily life with the imposition of
quarantines, shifts to online workplaces and classrooms, and man-
datory social distancing in public, a situation only recently abating
with rising numbers of the vaccinated. Furthermore, the pandemic
has laid bare the economic and racial contradictions that divide us.
In the past year, while 76 million Americans lost work, creating
widespread food insecurity and fears of eviction, especially among
people of color and immigrants, the collective wealth of American
billionaires increased from $2.95 trillion to $4.56 trillion during
the same period (Collins). As the federal government continues to
refuse entry, imprison, and deport undocumented migrants fleeing
desperate situations, often the results of U.S. military interven-
tions, such as in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, it over-
looks their widespread employment as “essential workers™ in var-
ious sectors of the U.S. economy, e.g., agriculture, construction,
and hospitality.

Similarly, on April 21, almost a year since Minneapolis police
officers suffocated 46-year-old George Floyd to death, igniting the
largest mass protests against systemic racism and police brutality



Education, My Refuge

JAIME RODRIGUEZ

I am a 27-year-old, visually impaired Hispanic man of humble
beginnings. I have seen and experienced my fair share of social in-
justice, having grown up in the projects in a crowded city and hav-
ing attended underfunded schools in an underserved community.
This essay details my journey into academia while battling social
stratification and injustice and explains how the City University of
New York has helped me to rise above what I was born into and
allowed me to blaze my own path.

I grew up in a tiny two-bedroom apartment in the Gowanus
Houses, one of the many housing complexes run by the New York
City Housing Authority, which serves the city’s lowest-income
residents. As a community of working-poor individuals and fam-
ilies, not much was expected of us and the chances of us manag-
ing to change our social location was low. While reflecting on my
personal experiences in my introductory sociology course at the
Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC). I learned
that one’s social location is a leading indicator of the outcome of
a person’s life. I learned how it helps determine our role in soci-
ety, our social class, and any benefits or conflicts we may face in
life. I also learned how it determines how easy or difficult one’s



On the Election of Donald Trump and
Saving Ourselves

MAYA GARCIA

I can vividly remember the election of Donald Trump. The end-
less months leading up to that fateful November, the long list of
celebrities lining up in favor of a certain Mrs. Clinton and priding
themselves on the civility and sophistication of their candidate, the
ongoing jokes about the stupidity of each and every Trump sup-
porter, all the friends I unfriended or unfollowed online if I found
any opinion that even remotely disagreed with my own—all of
those memories are crisp in my mind like it’s still 2016.

I was then a college freshman at Brooklyn College—more en-
ergetic and enthusiastic than I am now, and probably too excited
about voting in my first election. The Democratic Party had al-
ready disappointed me that year, whether it was by ignoring and
sabotaging the support of Bernie Sanders, a candidate I felt actual-
ly saw and heard me. Not to also mention the ongoing racism from
the Democratic Party—anybody remember the racist comments
referring to the Latinx outreach as “taco bowl engagement” from
a leaked email from Debbie Wasserman Schultz, the then-chair
of the Democratic National Committee. Like more than an ample
amount of Americans, I was simultaneously excited to vote, but
upset about the choices I thought I was forced to choose from.



Mirroring Ngin-Ngin

ALISON MEI WONG

Growing up as a mixed-race Chinese-German-American born
in the Bronx, New York, my appearance often unsettled people.
Strangers passing on the sidewalk would take a double look at
me, their eyes deglazing from the floor, before asking, “What are
you...? No, no, where are you really from?” to try to understand
why I looked different. They often found it difficult to put me into
an aesthetic category. I struggled to answer this question. After
responding that I was born in the Bronx, and not in China or Ger-
many, they would look satisfied, as if I had fulfilled their curiosity.

But I often began to question internally, “Who am I really?” af-
ter answering these questions. When I would share my experience
with my sister, the other half-Asian in the family, she would laugh
in disbelief.

“That never happens to me, and it has nothing to do with how
you look—who are you even hanging out with?” she said.

“But it’s not just people I know—it’s random people, like the
crossing guard or an interviewer for a job,” I said.

“No, that just happens to you,” she said.

While my father was born in Hong Kong, he has lived in New



Twenty Years at CUNY

A Political Coming-of-Age

ROSE M. KIM

On November 4, 2008, in my darkened studio apartment, I sat
hunched at my desk, glued to the bluish screen of my small laptop
showing a brightly colored TV studio set emblazoned with stars,
stripes and the U.S. presidential seal. Minutes before polls were to
close in five western states, Wolf Blitzer, the white, white-haired,
white-bearded CNN news anchor, told the audience that when the
clock hit eight on the west coast, the next president would most
likely be instantly known. As the on-screen digital clock ran down,
Blitzer said, portentously, “This is a moment that could potentially
be rather historic.” As predicted, within seconds after the clock hit
8 p.m., my home state California weighed in with 54% for Barack
Obama and 38% for John McCain; yielding 55 electoral votes, it
was enough to establish a clear victory for Obama, the very first
Black president of the United States.

The screen switched next to Grant Park in downtown Chica-
go, where an ocean of people packed the lawn. In a frenzy, the
undulating crowd was screaming, chanting, waving flags and ban-
ners, pumping fists in the air, clapping their hands. Parents carried
young children awake past their bedtime, on their shoulders; cou-
ples and strangers alike hugged one other; and, senior citizens sat
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