Dear Colleagues,

Given that we are moving closer to the time when we will have to make a decision on whether to unionize the faculty at the University of Oregon, I thought I would share a few thoughts I have on the issue.  Let me say up front that I have long been a supporter of unions in many contexts, and when the prospect of faculty unionization first emerged I did not immediately form a strong opinion about it.  But the more I thought about the issue and the more I talked to colleagues at institutions where the faculty is unionized, the more I have became convinced that unionization would not be a good move for us.  I’m sure there are arguments, both pro and con, that I have not considered, but what follows is my effort to share with you (in abbreviated form) some of my thoughts on the matter.  Comments and/or dissenting opinions are of course welcome.

Practical Considerations
· My conversations with colleagues in unionized institutions have led me to understand that unionization of the faculty often leads to further bureaucratization.  This is hardly surprising given that union contracts have to lay out specific duties and obligations on a variety of fronts—necessitating reports and documentation that can add substantially to the already significant bureaucratic requirements we face.  I think we should think long and hard before taking another significant step in the direction of further bureaucratization.

· I worry that our ability to retain our somewhat tenuous position as a leading research university would be jeopardized by faculty unionization.  Few research universities are unionized (in comparison to four-year colleges, etc.), in part because the range of activities that are common among faculty at research universities cannot easily be reduced to the kinds of contracts that follow unionization (e.g., contracts that specify hourly commitments to specific activities, etc.).  And unionization makes it very hard for institutions to work out the differential incentives that are needed to attract and retain the kind of high-profile faculty that help to sustain the reputations of research universities.  This is why the faculty at institutions such as the University of California and the University of Washington are not unionized.  Is the model in place at Portland State and some Cal State schools really the one we want to adopt?
· If we unionize, everyone from department heads to senior administrators will be “management.”  I worry about what this means in terms of recruiting people for these kinds of positions (I doubt I would have been willing to step forward to serve as Head of the Department of Geography some years ago if that had meant becoming part of management).  I also worry about creating divisions between faculty and administration that would work against the interests of the institution (more on this in the next section).  Is a model designed to address the challenges of hierarchical organizations divided between professionals and workers really suited for the professionals at a university?   
· Given the pressures on faculty in contemporary universities, we already face major challenges encouraging faculty—especially junior faculty—to take ownership of the institutions where they work (becoming involved in faculty governance, etc.).  It is difficult for me to imagine that unionization would not make this challenge significantly more daunting, as it would vest primary responsibility for dealings with the administration in a national organization with little appreciation of, or investment in, the local culture and with a duty to bargain on behalf of a segment of the institution (the faculty) rather than to consider the interrelated challenges of the institution as a whole.
Larger Philosophical Considerations (some of which overlap with the foregoing)

· A core principle around which our institution is built holds that the faculty govern the university.  Do we want to institutionalize an arrangement that overtly contradicts that principle?
· In my view, universities are best served when there is as permeable a boundary as possible between the faculty and the administration.  This is why I have long resisted the idea of a professional class of administrators, yet unionization would likely push us in that direction.  

· In my view, research universities are special institutions in part because hierarchies are less entrenched and they do not fit the typical business/corporate mold.  The last couple of decades has seen an erosion in the specialness of universities as institutions, but I am very concerned about adopting an arrangement that would effectively require that our activities and commitments become monetized and commodified, as they inevitably must when union contracts are hammered out.  (This has been a regular theme in my discussions with more than a dozen faculty at unionized schools.)

There is much more that could be said, of course, and many questions I have not addressed—including practical ones.  Would the fiscal benefits of unionization be greater than the $60 - $120/mo. we will each have to pay to the union?  What are the consequences of a bargaining class that lumps faculty together with adjuncts and instructors (which is the way the bargaining class has been constructed)?  Would unionization require a “one size fits all” contractual model within each of the colleges—or divisions with CAS—that would harden the divides between colleges/divisions and make it harder to work out arrangements that suit the needs of individual programs?  Although I am not entirely sure what the answer to some of these pragmatic questions might be, I think there is good reason to be concerned that the answers would not be to our liking.  

Whatever your thinking on this matter may be at the moment, perhaps the foregoing will at least serve to highlight a few of the issues I hope we all consider as we make up our minds on faculty unionization.  As a parting thought I might add that, to me, this seems like a particularly bad time to unionize because the last little while has seen some very heartening moves on the part of our administration in the direction of openness, concern for the voice of the faculty, and a renewed emphasis on the academic mission of the university.  A move toward unionization at this juncture would thus seem to be unfortunate.  I also worry about the impact of unionization on public support for the university in these fragile economic times.
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