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Nontraditional Organizing of University and Museum 

Employees: A Conversation with Maida Rosenstein of the UAW  

 

by Geraldine Casey  

 

Higher education and cultural institutions have increasingly been the focus of new union organizing. In the New York metropolitan 

area, the most successful organizing has been conducted, to the surprise of many observers, by the United Auto Workers (UAW). 

When curators and other employees at Manhattan’s world-famous Museum of Modern Art represented by the UAW struck the 

museum for months in 2000, the rising pro-union sentiment among many professional workers drew international attention. The UAW 

also made history at New York University by winning the right for graduate teaching and research assistants at private universities to 

form and join unions. The UAW and NYU then quickly managed to settle the first contract between a private university and a 

graduate employee union, addressing many of the inequities faced by the TAs and RAs. More recently, the UAW concluded a union 

election for 2,000 graduate teaching and research assistants at Columbia University. 

 

Maida Rosenstein has been a leading UAW organizer among university teaching and research employees as well as clerical workers, 

and is now the President of UAW Local 2110, based in New York City. Last April, she spoke with Gerrie Casey. 

Q: Could you first tell us a little bit about your personal background, your own history in terms of how you grew up and how 

you become a union organizer? 

MR: Well, I grew up here in New York and ended up going to college in New Jersey from 1969 through '73. I was an art major there 

so I graduated very well-prepared to earn a living! I wanted to get a job that wasn't in the corporate world. I came from a pretty 

progressive background. And I thought maybe I would go to graduate school. 

So I got a job as a clerical worker at NYU, as a University secretary. One day I was walking through Washington Square 

Park and I saw a notice posted that said “We are trying to organize a union. Come to our next meeting.” I already had a very positive 

viewpoint of unions because of my family background… 

Q: So were your parents activists? 

MR: They were -- they were liberal lefties. I don’t know whether you'd call them activists. They were active when they were younger. 

And so I grew up where unions were a good thing, even though I had no experience with them. And I thought the initial strategy of 

secretaries and clerical workers having a union was really strange. But I responded to this sign and walked into a club. I was also 

coming off  the sixties view where being an activist was a good thing and not a bad thing. And so, going to a meeting was a good thing 

not a bad thing. 

So I went this meeting and it turned out people were trying to organize a union for the clerical workers at NYU. That was my 

first sort of contact with union. The union was District 65, which later on became part of the UAW.  

Q: This is back in the early seventies? 1970? 

MR: It was probably around 1975. That campaign really never took off. We didn't know what we were doing. We had an organizing 

committee and we spent a lot of time writing very long leaflets. But, we didn't really give them to anybody, and we didn't talk to 

anybody. But, basically that was the first contact that I had. And I remember going over to 13 Astor Place, where the union's 

headquarters was, and being very impressed. My parents knew about District 65 s and they had been to the union headquarters in the 

old days. So I felt like, wow, this is really a place that had some history to it. 

I was kind of going to graduate school at the same time. I was trying to be a painter and I was sort of fumbling around with 

my life and my identity. Not unusual for those times. And I decided that I ought to get my act together and get a professional degree, a 
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real job. So I thought I would go to library school. And I applied to library school at Columbia. And then I decided to get a job up 

there so that it would cover my tuition. And -- you know, get some tuition benefits. So I got a job as a clerical worker at Columbia.  

Q: What year was that? 

MR: That was in 1977. 

Q: And then what happened? 

 

MR: Well, I was working for a while when the woman who was the [District 65] union organizer said, "You know we might be 

organizing up at Columbia. So can I call you if we do?" And I said, "Sure, of course." So, a couple of years later, she did call me. 

Maybe it was in '78 or '79. She did call me and we had a little house meeting. She said they were going to start a campaign at 

Columbia. And it took a long time to get off the ground. I mean, I think we had that one meeting and then I didn't hear from her again 

for months. 

And then a campaign started. I wasn't real involved with it at first. I was very supportive but I was probably a little wary of 

getting involved. In the meantime, my pursuit of graduate school was not going all that well. And I was, you know, chugging away at 

the 9 to 5 job. 

Q: What department were you in? 

MR: I was in the history department as a secretary there for several years. Then in 1980 I took a job at the School of Social Work. But 

eventually I did get more involved in the union and joined the organizing committee. In 1981, we actually filed a petition with the 

National Labor Relations Board for an election at Columbia. And I've got to say I was on the organizing committee but I wasn't super 

active in it. I was probably more peripherally involved. 

But when we got to that point where we filed the petition, I got more involved in it and made more of a commitment to it. 

The petition was caught up in litigation so this campaign went on for a long time. I became a regular on the organizing committee for 

several years. Soon it became really the most important thing that I was doing in my life. Far more important than trying to go to 

graduate school, a lot more real than trying to be an artist. And certainly more consuming and of greater interest to me than the office 

job that I had. 

I drove my office crazy too because I was so involved in the organizing. You can imagine -- they would've loved to have 

gotten rid of me. And they actually seized the opportunity to do so when in 1983 we had an election. We won the election but there 

were a huge number of challenged ballots. So we went back into litigation at the Labor Board. And the union at that point decided 

they were going to bring on a couple of people from the committee to continue the organizing so that we wouldn't lose ground given 

the turnover among the workforce. So I was asked to go on staff. 

I was really scared to become a union organizer. First of all, I didn't see myself as having the organizing personality at all. 

And second, I was just so afraid of being stuck into that hole, you know, totally consumed by the organizing campaign. So, I -- so 

there was a part-time job available -- openings in the office that I work in at the School of Social Work. And I asked to be transferred 

to the part-time job and I said to the union that I would work part-time on the union campaign and I would still work part-time at 

Columbia. I think I was just postponing the inevitable. But I did that for a few months and then -- 

Q: You say that was due in part to give you some protection from being completely subsumed by the union? 

MR: Yeah. 

Q: What did you think the personality of a union organizer was? 

MR: Oh, you know somebody very outgoing, social person who loves talking to people and was good a public speaking and was a 

complete take charge person. And I didn't see myself in that way. 

Q: Looking back on that, what do you think... that perception that you had of yourself? 

MR: I think -- I actually think I had mistaken -- I had a mistaken impression about what the important things were about being a union 

organizer. I thought being a union organizer was -- I don't know -- somehow a... difficult and was great at making public speeches. 




