
 
“A Wonderful Struggle”:  

Local Jewish Women in the Labor Movement 
​
“A Wonderful Struggle” explores the often-overlooked role of Jewish women in 
New Haven’s labor movement, particularly in white-collar and “pink-collar” 
professions such as social work, clerical labor, and teaching. While public 
memory often focuses on industrial workers, these women organized, struck, 
negotiated, and built unions that reshaped their workplaces and expanded labor 
rights. Their activism reflected both their professional experiences and their 
broader commitments to social justice. 
 
Social Work 

Social workers in New Haven organized to protect both their clients and themselves. 
Leaders such as Irmgard “Irm” Rosenzweig Wessel demonstrated how professional 
care and labor activism could reinforce one another. As a refugee from Nazi Germany, 
Irm’s personal history shaped her lifelong dedication to helping vulnerable people. She 
became a union leader, the first non-CEO on United Way’s board, contract negotiator, 
and mentor, advocating for fair treatment of her colleagues while also supporting 
broader labor and social justice causes. 

  
 
 
 
 
Irm Wessel on the picket line for the 1975 New 
Haven Federation of Teachers strike. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
Clerical Workers and the Creation of Yale’s Local 34 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Yale University clerical workers organized to challenge low 
wages and inequitable treatment. Many were women supporting themselves or their 
families, yet administrators dismissed their labor as unimportant. After years of 
organizing, Yale clerical and technical workers narrowly voted to form Local 34 in 1983. 

The campaign required persistence, creative organizing, and community support. 
Workers endured a prolonged strike in 1984–85, relying on solidarity from other unions 



and the public. Through picketing, protest, and negotiation, they secured contracts that 
improved wages, established grievance procedures, and promoted pay equity. 

The struggle transformed participants into lifelong activists and reshaped labor relations 
at Yale, demonstrating the power of collective action even among workers who had not 
previously seen themselves as organizers. 
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Teachers and the Historical 1975 Teachers Strike 

Public school teachers in New Haven faced overcrowded classrooms, low pay, and 
limited bargaining power. In 1975, more than 80 percent went on strike, supported by 
parents, clergy, unions, and community organizations. 90 teachers were jailed for 
refusing court orders to return to work, highlighting their commitment and the high 
stakes of the struggle. 

The strike resulted in improved wages, smaller class sizes, grievance procedures, and 
stronger legal protections for teachers statewide. Equally important, it shifted the 
balance of power, proving that collective action could win meaningful change. Many 
teachers became lifelong activists, shaped by the experience of solidarity and 
resistance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



An excerpt from Florence Leventhal’s memoire. Florence was a steward in the NHFT 
Union, and in the pages below she shares her memories of the 1975 teachers strike. 
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