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Q. I am Kathryn Reno. Today is Friday, February 6, 2015, and I’m interviewing Leila Rupp, 

whose birthdate is February 13, 1950. Could you describe the positions you’ve held or 

roles you’ve played at Ohio State, and in what units and over what period of time? 

A. Yes. That’s a pretty long history. I’m not still there. I came to Ohio State in 1977. I was 

the first faculty appointment in what was then called the Office of Women’s Studies, and 

I had a joint appointment in the History Department. I had had one year of teaching at the 

University of Pennsylvania after I did my Ph.D. So it was my first job and it was a 

wonderful job. And I was so happy to have it. One of the reasons I was so happy to have 

it was because my Ph.D. was in Comparative History, European and American History, 

before – Even then I used to say, “This is the wave of the future.” But it really took a long 

time, if it is the wave of the future, because of course most history jobs were completely 

organized around nationalities. So I applied for German History jobs. I applied for U.S. 

History jobs. There were hardly any Women’s History jobs, which is really how I saw 

myself. And Ohio State was probably the only place, certainly the only place then, and 

probably the only place for a really long time, that advertised a job in Women’s History, 

European or American. So I was in heaven. I felt really, really lucky to get hired. The 

Office of Women’s Studies then was not even an academic unit. It was an office. And so 

technically they couldn’t really have courses or faculty. But there had been some courses 

that people were teaching on kind of an irregular basis. Graduate students and some other 

faculty members had taught courses there. But I was the one who came in and kind of got 

things going. The story at the time was that Michigan had just started their Women’s 
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Studies and it was kind of football rivalry. Michigan had one; Ohio State was going to 

have one. 

Q. Oh, that’s so interesting.  That’s amazing. 

A. That’s how I got there. I had a joint appointment until 1985, when there was, basically 

one of the giant conflicts that happen periodically, used to happen in Women’s Studies 

programs a lot. At that point, both Verta Taylor, my partner, and I ended up moving. She 

was already tenured in Sociology and had moved into a joint appointment in Women’s 

Studies. It was very scary for me, because I didn’t know that I really had a position in 

History. I had half a position, but fortunately the History Department had always been 

really supportive of me. And so they quickly made a full-time position for me. At that 

point in time, I really saw myself much more in Women’s Studies than History. I was 

much more involved socially and intellectually and in every way in Women’s Studies. It 

was a giant change for me. I had a position in History for the whole rest of the time I was 

there. I became grad chair. I’d have to look at my CV to look at the dates, but it probably 

doesn’t really matter that much. The first administrative position I held was grad chair, 

which I really loved. That was also a big thing for me, because I realized, at some point 

people had asked me to do it before and I always thought, “Do you want to do this?” And 

I didn’t. So at some point in time it wasn’t really about, “Do you want to do this?” It was, 

“Somebody has to do this and somebody who is capable and responsible and is willing to 

step up and it’s kind of your turn.” That’s really how I got into Administration. I did that 

and then I went from there to being Acting Chair of the department, and then Chair of the 

department. And then I left. 

Q. And in what years did you become the Acting Chair and the Chair? Do you remember? 
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A. No, I will have to pull out my CV. 

Q. That’s all right, sure.   

A. I usually have all my dates down. I was tenured in 1982. I was promoted to Full Professor 

in 1987. I was Interim Chair in 1999 and Chair in 2000. So I was Interim Chair from 

1999 and Chair from 2000-2002.   

Q. Okay, great. And just to go back for a second about the conflict that you described in 

1985 in Women’s Studies. Would you be willing to talk more about what that conflict 

was? 

A. Sure. What I used to say at the time, the conflict really centered around Verta and me, 

and what I used to say at the time is that, that we were a happy lesbian couple and some 

people didn’t like the lesbian, some people didn’t like the couple, and some people didn’t 

like the happy. Honestly, there was no actual thing going on. It was really a personal 

issue. And whether it was because we were a couple and we were there and people just 

didn’t want to deal with that. That’s how I used to describe it. But it was ugly and I really 

felt like I lost a big part of my life leaving Women’s Studies at that point in time. 

Q. Right, yeah. 

A. In retrospect, I probably could have said a million things then, but that’s really what I can 

say now.   

Q. That’s really helpful. I’m personally curious about so many other facets of your graduate 

career and your experience chairing the History Department too. And I guess we’ll 

probably go on to discuss more parts of your role as Chair. Maybe another time I can ask 

you more questions about your Comparative History degree. But I’ll move to the second 
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question. Can you talk about your family background and experiences that shaped you 

prior to coming to OSU? 

A. Sure. I grew up in New Jersey. My mother was part of a very old traditional Quaker 

family outside Philadelphia. And my father was a chemical engineer. They both, for 

really sort of cultural reasons, were just very strongly vested in education. The Quaker 

side of my family had, because of the whole history, people were much more educated 

than others of their generation and their class would have been, I think. So I grew up in a 

family which was pretty, we were an upper middle-class family which was very not 

consumer oriented. My family did not like to spend money on anything. But education 

was the one thing that was always – it didn’t matter what it cost – it was going to be the 

important thing in life. That’s what I see as one of the main kind of thing that was really 

important to them. My mother had gone to college. She went to Simmons College, which 

at that point in time really emphasized training women for careers in either secretarial 

careers or in home economics. She became a secretary. That’s how she met my father. 

She worked at Esso Research and Engineering, where my father was an engineer. 

Q. Oh, that’s interesting. 

A. Once she got married she didn’t work. There were a lot of things about me that identified 

more with my father, because from really early on I just wanted to do more things than 

stay home and raise kids. I think sort of all of those things shaped me in a lot of ways. 

And because my mother, her family, she grew up right outside Philadelphia. Bryn Mawr 

as an institution, with its Quaker background, was a place very much in my sights. In 

fact, my cousin got her Ph.D. at Bryn Mawr before I did. So it was kind of a place that 

was really important to me. The other part of it, Simmons had this college song, about 
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why Simmons was the best place. But it mentioned other women’s colleges and why you 

wouldn’t want to go there because you would want to go to Simmons. One of the lines 

was, “If you want a Ph.D. then go to Bryn Mawr.” That just stuck in my head and I very 

early on decided that I really did want to be an academic.   

Q. And then you yourself, did you go to Bryn Mawr for your undergraduate? 

A. Yes, I was an undergraduate at Bryn Mawr. 

Q. And then did you go after graduating from Bryn Mawr directly to U Penn for your Ph.D.? 

A. No, I actually got my Ph.D. at Bryn Mawr. What happened is, I did what everybody did, I 

started there in 1968, so when I was applying to graduate schools, my advisor, Barbara 

Miller Lane, said, “Apply to Princeton, Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Berkeley,” and the one 

place that was kind of thrown in was University of North Carolina. I was doing German 

History then. There was a good, I guess a good German historian there. And much to the 

surprise of all my advisors, I didn’t get in anywhere, except North Carolina. I got into 

Berkeley, but with no money. It took me years and years and years to realize that both 

places were completely uninterested in somebody who was interested in German 

Women’s History. Nobody did it. It took me a long time to realize it was the faculty, 

whether the faculty liked what you were doing that mattered. Despite the fact that I had a 

very privileged educational background, I didn’t get it at the time. Actually, I don’t think 

my advisors did either. Mary Dunn, who taught me American Women’s History, did, but 

my advisor didn’t. So I ended up going to the University of North Carolina. The person I 

was supposed to work with died the summer before I got there. And for me it was just a 

really disastrous experience. I learned a lot being there, but at the end of the first semester 

I knew I couldn’t stay. I wasn’t learning anything. I wasn’t getting any support. It had no 
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women on the faculty. There was one woman who taught something else in European 

History. I used to just stand outside her door and look at her in awe just because I felt out 

of place there, with old white guys. So I decided immediately that I was going to get out 

of there. At that point, then I did realize that nobody was doing German Women’s 

History and there was no place to go. So I wrote to my advisor. I asked, “Would you take 

me back at Bryn Mawr?” And so I went back. It was a wonderful experience, despite the 

fact that it was a strange one. I didn’t realize at the time that it would really shape my 

career options, which is another reason that I was really grateful that Ohio State hired me. 

Because a Ph.D. from Bryn Mawr doesn’t exactly wow people all around the world. 

Q. And I guess I was confused. What was at University of Pennsylvania? 

A. I taught there one year. 

Q. And was that in History? 

A. In History. 

Q. And the year after that was when you came to the office of Women’s Studies and 

[Department of] History at OSU? 

A. Right. 

Q. And it must have been an exciting time, sort of a moment when Women’s Studies 

programs were just sort of coming into their light? 

A. Absolutely, it was. It was really exciting. Of course, none of us were really trained in it. 

We were learning and thinking about how to put together an introductory class.   

Q. In what ways do you generally identify yourself, both in terms of how you see yourself, 

as well as how others see you in terms of gender, race, sex, religion, class. And then the 
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two sort of sub-questions under that are, how has being a female shaped your life and 

how have your other identities shaped your life? 

A. I identify myself as white and a woman and able-bodied, at this point upper middle-class, 

no religion, and a lesbian. Did I cover it all? I would say being a woman has shaped my 

life in ways that I’ve already started to allude to. I consider myself somebody who 

became a feminist before I even knew what feminism was or a concept. When I was a girl 

I was very much a tomboy. I was the youngest in my family. I had an older sister and an 

older brother, and I got to wear all my brother’s hand-me-down clothes. When I was kid, 

the other kids would come up to me and say, “Are you a boy or are you a girl?” And I’d 

say, “I’m a girl.” And they would say, “Do you wish you were a boy?” And I would say, 

“No, because I can do everything boys can do and everything girls can do too.” I really 

did say that. I remember thinking that. So I was really aware of the fact that there were 

limited options for girls in a whole lot of ways, that I wanted not to be limited by those. I 

see that as being probably the most profound thing in terms of shaping the way I thought 

about the world. Obviously, being a white upper middle-class, raised in a background of 

privilege and education and especially going to a really elite women’s college, I think all 

of that has shaped my life in very profound ways, too. I feel incredibly grateful. And it’s 

one of the things that I have so much trouble with. I’m sure you noticed from your 

teaching, and you just can’t stand it, that there are students who don’t understand what a 

privilege it is to be where they are. That they aren’t just sucking up every bit of education 

that is offered to them. It’s one of the things that really fuels my passion for teaching, so I 

have to kind of keep hoping that everyone is going to feel that way all the time, even 

though I know that they don’t. It also makes me disappointed sometimes. And then I 
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think being a lesbian has also obviously shaped my life in a lot of ways too, although not 

in the same way as people who had those feelings and struggled with them really early. 

Because I really came out in the context of the women’s movement. I never had that 

sense of being ashamed and hiding. I think it’s shaped my options in a lot of ways and 

limited some of my options. But I also feel really lucky that I’ve been in places where it 

kind of didn’t matter.   

Q. Right. Would you want to talk about ways in which you think it has limited some 

options?   

A. Sure. There are a couple of ways, I think. For a while, there was a long period of time, 

where I think Verta in particular was interested in leaving Ohio State because the 

Sociology Department was less congenial a place for her than the History Department 

was for me, just simply because of method, that it was a really quantitatively based 

department. They didn’t value qualitative work and she didn’t really have, for a long 

time, hardly any colleagues who did qualitative work. So she was on the market. She got 

really far with a lot of positions, but she was never willing to play the game and not say 

that she wouldn’t be coming unless I had a job. And people were not willing to hire 

lesbian couples. And honestly the market in History was so much worse then. That was 

one of the things that made us really happy about UCSB [University of California, Santa 

Barbara], is that they went out and recruited us as a lesbian couple.   

Q. That’s wonderful. 

A. Very openly. That was really nice. Actually I haven’t really wanted to pursue higher 

administrative jobs, but I think it would have been difficult. It’s changing now but it 

would have been difficult in the past.   
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Q. And so that was in 2003, also that UCSB recruited you and Verta? Or was that 2002? 

A. 2002.   

Q. Thanks for talking about that. To move on to the next question, did being a woman shape 

your experiences at Ohio State? I think you’ve already talked some about that. But if 

you’d like to talk more about being a woman specifically, and your roles in the Office of 

Women’s Studies, and then in the History Department, and when you were the chair? 

A. I felt really lucky in the sense that, if I had just come into the History Department 

directly, I have a feeling that, it’s hard to separate being a woman and doing Women’s 

History. But I think that because they had this position, they knew they were going to 

have to hire a woman’s historian, and they pretty much knew it was going to be a woman. 

So I always felt like it was like, all right, this may not be great. And they were kind of 

relieved that I didn’t turn out to be something nightmarish. That’s how I felt at the time. 

“Well, she’s not so bad. Okay and nice. Okay, that will work.” When I first got to Ohio 

State, I couldn’t believe some of the things that faculty members would say in meetings. 

But I found it a little refreshing, because they were things that people I know, colleagues 

at the University of Pennsylvania, thought the same things, but they just wouldn’t say it. 

There was a kind of a midwestern naiveté among my older colleagues at the time. They 

would actually say things like, “She was a really attractive candidate.”   

Q. Wow, oh my gosh.   

A. Yeah, really. I sort of found it refreshing. I thought, I think this is a later question, but 

when I came, there were two other, three women in the History Department. June 

Fullmer, who was a full professor and did History of Science. Marilyn Waldman, who 

died really young, tragically, of cancer, and did Islamic History, and Carole Rogel, who 
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did Southeastern European History. She had started as a lecturer. Actually, she started as 

a lecturer because her husband was on the faculty, I think. I may get this history wrong. 

But anyway, there were three women in the History Department out of, I don’t remember 

how many there were then, probably 40 faculty members. It felt like a really white male-

dominated place to me. But as I said, I kind of eased into the University by having 

Women’s Studies as the place. I gradually kind of got used to the guys in the History 

Department. There were also, at the time, when I came up for tenure, there were five gay 

men in the History Department, but all but one were really closeted. But this is a really 

sweet thing: They kind of looked out, they kind of watched my back for me in lots of 

interesting ways, which I really liked. I think it took me a while to kind of figure out 

everything that was going on. But they did. They watched out for me. My sense was that 

they kind of liked that I was open.   

Q. Right, and that does get into the next question, which is about how your other identities 

shaped your experiences at OSU. Did being “out” shape your experience in Women’s 

Studies as well? 

A. Only in the sense that was kind of the core of this conflict going on. No, and I think the 

History Department, I was pretty, because I didn’t really socialize with people in the 

History Department, so I don’t really even know when they would have figured out. I 

was technically, I was married to a man when I came to Ohio State, and I kind of skipped 

that part. He was somebody I had met in college and we ended up getting married right 

after I graduated from college. He was in North Carolina with me and came back to Bryn 

Mawr, which is part of the reason I had to make a decision, because he decided to go to 

law school. We had to settle someplace. So he graduated from the University of 
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Pennsylvania law school. And then we were, I already had come out, he was really my 

best friend in coming out, when I moved to Ohio State. But he had grown up in 

Philadelphia. His family was there. He didn’t want to stick around there. He wanted to go 

someplace new. So he came with me. And then we ended up getting not divorced, but 

dissolved when I was [at OSU]. But I was never very open about that, either. Some 

people in the History Department knew that I was married. I never announced any of this. 

They must have just figured out that I wasn’t into men, and then eventually I had another 

relationship, and then when I got together with Verta, I think that became, that’s when 

people actually began to know what was going on.   

Q. Right, exactly. So it evolved over the time you were here. 

A. Right, right. There were always little things that used to annoy me terribly, about sexist 

things. In fact, I had a folder. I really should see if I kept this, but I had a folder the whole 

time I was there called “Harassment and Outrages.” Honestly, when I think about the 

whole scheme of things, they weren’t that bad. But there was stuff people would say. The 

one thing – it was really to me the biggest outrage – was that I could see over time a 

pattern, that when people were getting hired, the way male candidates were treated 

compared to women candidates was really different. “He would have to come as an 

Associate Professor and blah, blah, blah.” And there would be somebody with the same 

kind of qualifications and they would offer her an Assistant Professor or whatever. I kept 

track of this. After the fact, I would go and write this stuff down. I hope I still have it. If I 

do, I’ll definitely send it along to the Archives. 

Q. Thank you, that would be amazing.   
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A. It was stuff like that. I really feel that. There was one search in particular. I remember we 

had two candidates come in. They were both women for a position. And when we went to 

the faculty meeting, the move was to go towards not hiring either and continuing the 

search. And the basic reasons were: One had taken an administrative position to stay 

someplace where her husband was on the faculty, so that didn’t show a commitment to 

the discipline. And the other one was too soft-spoken. And I just remember, this was 

early on, when I was probably scared to death. And I just stood up and said, “Look, these 

are both gendered reasons that you’re saying why you can’t hire one of these people. I 

think we have to make a decision, let’s hire one or the other. There’s no reason to go on.” 

And I actually won that fight. That’s a fight that I won. 

Q. That’s fantastic. Was that when you were tenured? 

A. I think I was tenured. I can’t remember for sure. But I have to admit, this is a sign of 

privilege too, I was never scared about tenure. I felt really secure and my book came out 

before I even got to Ohio State. So I was never timid about speaking out. This is a funny 

story I like to tell. I don’t know where the department meetings are now, but they were 

always down in that basement room in Dulles. 

Q. That’s where they are now too. 

A. Okay. I love it. One day I got there, the full professors sometimes would meet before the 

full department meeting. And so I opened the door too early when I didn’t realize the full 

professors were there. Of course, they were all old white guys, or all white guys anyway. 

And I just kind of opened the door and one of the gay colleagues leapt up and said, “No, 

Leila, no.”   

Q. What was the last part you said? I missed that. After he said, “No.”    
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A. This is the part I probably shouldn’t say. I said it was like they were doing a circle jerk. 

Q. That’s hilarious. That’s amazing. 

A. So later, when I got to go to the full professors meetings I got a big kick out of it.   

Q. That is great. 

A. He is also somebody who, one time, I don’t remember, I think it might have been that 

meeting I just described. He started singing, “Whatever Leila wants, Leila gets.” 

Q. That is so great. That’s very funny. 

A. Given all that, I have to say, though, I felt really well-treated. I felt respected. I never felt 

that they discounted my work because it was Women’s History. That stuff was good.  

This is an example of the gay men watching my back. One of them was on the College 

Tenure and Promotion Committee, when I came up for tenure. And he told me that there 

was some discussion about, first there was discussion about whether my teaching 

evaluations were good because I was a feminist and all the students liked me because I 

was a feminist, which I thought was really funny. And then the second was, did I teach 

from a lesbian perspective? Whatever that is.  

Q. These were questions that you were asked when you were up for tenure? 

A. They were asked about me when I wasn’t there.   

Q. Oh I see, I see, right. Amazing. 

A. Yeah. So there were always things like that. Nevertheless, I really felt very, very 

respected. I had great fun in the History Department.   

Q. That’s great. I just was thinking, in your folder named “Harassment and Outrages,” were 

there cases of sexual harassment that were sort of being reported? I’m just thinking about, 

I helped organize an event at OSU this year that brought Anita Hill to OSU. I was talking 
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to some people here about how the climate at OSU changed after the hearings, there were 

all these workshops in the wake of the hearings. The hearings were really bringing this 

term into people’s homes. That it had been sort of an illegal term in the ’80s, spearheaded 

by feminists, lawyers, but it sort of changed things at OSU too. So I just wondered if that 

was something you were observing in that folder? 

A. This was never about sexual harassment. It was just more the kinds of things I’m 

describing. It was really discrimination and sexism. Although the sexual harassment 

policy was put into effect when we were, I think Verta and I were both assistant 

professors, when Ann Reynolds was the Provost. And Ann Reynolds is now a really close 

friend of ours. She was the first woman Provost. She was really quite young. She actually 

came and decided to get advice about the sexual harassment policy. Somebody who went 

on to do a lot of really progressive things in other universities.   

Q. That’s great. You’ve already discussed this question a little bit, but can you discuss any 

mentors who helped you along the way? 

A. Yeah, June Fullmer I always thought of as my mentor. She had gotten her Ph.D. at Bryn 

Mawr in the sciences, so when I came for my interview she scheduled an appointment 

with me. I sat down in her office and she said, “I’m not going to ask you any questions. I 

just wanted to give you time to sit and be here with me.” We used to have to fill out these 

things called Quarterly Activity Reports, which I think they’ve gone by the wayside. 

They were just ridiculous. You had to report how many hours you had put into in the 

quarter, like a whole Excel sheet of different kinds of things. And she is one of the ones 

who told me, “You’re going to have to fill out this horrible thing, so here’s how to make 
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it easy. Write down just a few things about what you’re doing.” She was my supporter. 

She was a mentor. She was somebody who really meant a lot to me.   

Q. That’s great. Can you describe the other women in your unit in terms of positions or 

identifiers regarding race, class, etc. and what the climate in the unit in the University 

was like for them? And you did already sort of discuss this when you talked about the 

other women in the History Department. I don’t know if you wanted to say more. 

A. It was such a lonely thing being a woman in the History Department those early years. 

Then, of course, we started hiring more women. I organized at some point, and I don’t 

remember at what point in time, a women’s caucus in the History Department. Actually, 

what we really just liked to do was stand in public and talk to each other, because it made 

the guys really nervous. All you had to do was have two, maybe three women, having a 

conversation in the hall. And people would actually say things, like, “What are you up 

to?” I had this great plan, which we never did but we did actually meet and talk about 

things. But what I really wanted to do was, the History Department in the old days, and 

maybe they probably still do this, a certain set of guys would go to lunch at the Faculty 

Club every day at 11:30. And they had like a special table where they always sat. And I 

wanted to go earlier than 11:30 and sit at their table. The whole women’s caucus. And 

then just like laugh and have a good time. It made them so nervous when we would just 

sit around and talk and laugh. It was great. Anyway, it’s hard to think about it over time, 

but things really changed. For a long time there were no women in the History 

Department who had children. I think Carla Pestana was the first one. Marilyn Waldman 

who was there had children, but she didn’t have them when she in the department. I think 

she did. So then things really got to be a group of younger faculty and women and 
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women with children, so things really changed. Those first three women, they were all 

white. I think Tulia Hamilton, who was the first black woman that got hired in the 

department, she didn’t stay. That was pretty early on. And then Stephanie Shaw.   

Q. Yeah, Stephanie is wonderful. Was she in the women’s caucus? Could you describe who 

was in the women’s caucus? 

A. I guess I can’t remember when that was. Honestly, it’s just too long ago. I can’t 

remember whatever the cohort was. It must have been. That was before Carla and Judy. I 

just can’t remember, I’m sorry. 

Q. No, that’s fine. But over time, as more women did come into faculty positions in the 

History Department, there was less of a need for a women’s caucus? 

A. Yeah. It was probably post-women’s caucus that I came up with this idea about the lunch 

table. Let’s just all go and do this. 

Q. That’s great. While you were at OSU, did you have any concerns in your unit or at the 

University about equity issues, and if so, what made you aware of these issues? 

A. Yeah, I think I kind of talked about that. I think I was always aware of the ways that all 

sorts of things, just assumptions about women, what women needed, what they wanted. 

Particularly issues about child care and all those things. There definitely was a sense, I 

think early on, I don’t know if people actually said this, but you just knew that it would 

matter to them if they thought a woman was going to come and get pregnant and sort of 

all of those kinds of things.   

Q. I’m just going to move to the ninth question and then come back to the eight, but did you 

work to effect institutional change around some of these issues? If so, what did you do 

and what was the outcome, both personally and institutionally? 
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A. I feel like that was part of what Women’s Studies was doing. Those kinds of things we 

really did work on at kind of every level. That policy about diversity, about sexual 

harassment, discrimination, Affirmative Action, all of those kinds of things. I was 

involved in all of those issues really all along. 

Q. And as Chair of the History Department, were you in a position in which you were able 

to effect some changes, for instance in terms of the child-care policies? Or is that more of 

a sort of top-down thing, that there was little control over it in that position? 

A. One of the things, I tried when I was Chair to do the things that I could, and one of the 

things that was really annoying to me and I think I at least kind of complained about it a 

lot. I don’t know if we made any progress. There was no child-bearing leave. So what 

they would always say is, well just take an SRA, Special Research Assignment. Just do 

that, apply for that.  I said, “Well that’s fine, except you know, when are you supposed to 

do your research?” Using your research quarter to take care of your baby. Hello? So those 

were the kinds of things that we just really kept pushing about. The other thing that I was 

very involved with at Ohio State was trying to get health benefits for domestic partners, 

same-sex couples. I was involved with a group called Association for Gay, Lesbian, 

Bisexual Faculty and Staff (AGLBFS). We met with, this is when Gordon Gee was 

President for the first time. And so we met over and over and over again. We met with 

the Board of Trustees. We did a lot of activism around this issue. We had a postcard 

campaign at the State Fair. We sent postcards to the state legislature, to the Regents, to 

the University. It was really frustrating, because we never made any headway. We 

actually had one time a meeting with the Board of Trustees, and Gordon Gee had said 

this time it was going to pass. Somebody changed his mind, so it didn’t. Then some of us 
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in AGLBFS got sort of frustrated with some people’s concerns with not being too out 

there. So then we started a new group that was called Pissed Off People from AGLBFS 

(POP-FAG). I have great ideas for things that I haven’t always done. What I wanted to 

do. The trustees would always say, “We’re in favor of this but it’s the voters in the State 

of Ohio. They won’t like this.” So I wanted to make a paper mâché backbone for them. 

“If you really are supportive, you just need the backbone.” 

Q. That’s great. Who are some of the allies who supported those who were in that group? 

I’m forgetting the acronym. 

A. AGLBFS. The person I’m remembering – there were a lot of faculty and I’m just 

blanking on people. I remember Arnold Zwicky was one of them. He was in Linguistics 

and he came from Stanford. He was a senior, very, very well-respected full professor. So 

that was great that he was in that group. A lot of times, and this is true on this campus 

here too, there’s more staff than faculty involved in these kinds of groups. I’m not sure 

why. So honestly, I don’t remember. 

Q. And were there other collective efforts around change that you participated in or 

observed at OSU? 

A. Yeah, I’m sure. I don’t know why I’m not remembering. There were both institutional 

things, like more groups, not really university groups. Early on, I was really involved 

with the Women’s Action Collective in Columbus, which a lot of the members were 

graduate students at the time. So that was an organization that really tried to do a lot, both 

at the University and in Columbus. 

Q. And just to go back for a second to AGLBFS, do you remember what years those 

meetings with Gordon Gee were going on? 
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A. I really don’t. I’m sure if you looked at the years of his presidency, that would be it. The 

other group I was involved was Stonewall Columbus. 

Q. Great. 

A. And one of the things, speaking of other kinds of mentors, Rhonda Rivera, who was a 

member of the law faculty, people used to joke that the way you would come out on 

campus would be to say, “Hey, do you know Rhonda Rivera?” She wrote about 

discrimination, the anti-homosexual law. She was President of Stonewall when both 

Verta and I got involved in it. It was one of those things, she said, “Oh you know, get on 

the Board, it’s hardly any work.” So one of the things we did was have a community 

conference, a kind of gay-lesbian history studies conference, and had John D’Emilio 

(professor of history and women’s and gender studies at University of Illinois at Chicago) 

and Joan Nestle (co-founder of the Lesbian Herstory Archives). A lot of people came out. 

That was another group I was involved with. 

Q. That’s great. And John D’Emilio, because he was also relatively close-by in Chicago? 

A. No, he was in North Carolina then.   

Q. I see, okay. So it was people from around the U.S.? 

A. It was a conference for the community, but we just brought in a few big speakers. 

Q. I see. That’s great. So this is a big question, could you talk about the most powerful 

experience you had at Ohio State? 

A. That is a good question. I guess I have to say meeting Verta. That was the start of a 36-

year relationship. We met through Women’s Studies, my second year on the faculty. 

Q. Was that her first year? 
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A. No, she had been a graduate student there. Boy does she have tales to tell, which I won’t 

tell. When I met her, she was the Co-Director of the Disaster Research Center, which was 

this major research center connected to the Sociology Department, where they studied the 

sociological consequences of disasters. When I came, the Disaster Research Center was 

right down the hall from Women’s Studies. We used to joke about this. I would come 

into the office and people would say, “Oh my God, Verta Taylor was just in here.” 

Because she was kind of a hot shot. And so I thought, “Who is this Verta Taylor? I’ve got 

to meet her.” So we were on a panel together with Rhonda Rivera on “Legal Issues with 

Women in the United States” or something. It was right before classes started the second 

year I was on the faculty. That’s how we met. That was definitely my most powerful 

experience.  

Q. That’s lovely. 

A. A second one I have to say is when I won the Distinguished Scholar Award, which I 

honestly never thought would happen. That really meant a lot to me. 

Q. That’s phenomenal. What year was that? 

A. That was in 2000.   

Q. Was that also the same year that you became the Chair of the History Department? 

A. Yeah, I had been interim Chair. Yeah, I had just become the Chair. 

Q. And how does the University award that? Is there a Board? 

A. There’s a committee and I think I had actually been on the committee, because so few 

women had won the award, that usually they have only winners of it [as members]. But I 

think I’m not mis-remembering this but because they had a bunch of science guys and 

they kept giving it to science guys. They wanted to have a more diverse committee. So I 



21 
 

think I was one of the people. I was asked to be on a lot of these high-powered 

committees for reasons I don’t know, which also speaks to the openness of the University 

with diversity. I’m pretty sure I was on that committee. I sort of knew how it worked. 

And I knew I had been nominated, because you have to do this stuff yourself. And I just 

never, in fact it’s funny, the year I got it, I was saying to Gail Summerhill, who was the 

secretary to the Chair and had become a really good friend of mine, “Oh Gail, they’re 

never going to give this to somebody who’s doing stuff on lesbians. They’re just never 

going to give it.” And she already knew I had won it. They had contacted her, because 

they do it as a big surprise. They come into your class. It was amazing. I thought my 

heart was going to stop.   

Q. That’s really lovely. That’s great.   

A. Yeah, it was really nice. 

Q. We hadn’t really talked much about teaching, and that’s one of the questions on here, but 

I just wondered if you had any reflections on teaching and women’s studies and in 

History at OSU? I don’t know, maybe some of your favorite classes that you yourself 

designed perhaps? 

A. One of the things that was great, because if you teach for however long I’ve been 

teaching, almost 40 years, if you teach the same classes over and over again, it could get 

really old, and I’ve never done that. That’s the thing that I really like. I started teaching 

for History, European History, my service course. And then I taught American History 

after that, and then I got into the World History program. And everything that I taught in 

Women’s Studies was new. I had never taken these classes, much less taught them. That 

was really fun. I love teaching the intro classes. I really like teaching World History, 
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because we did all that as a project, because all the people were interested.  I team taught 

the 20th Century World class with Ken Andrian for a long time, and that was really fun 

for me. I enjoyed it. But probably my favorite class was the class I designed, basically a 

queer history class. I can’t remember the formal name of it because we had to come up 

with, this is actually quite a story. The first time I taught it, I think I called it Gay and 

Lesbian History. Then it was called Historical Perspectives on Sexuality, Same-Sex 

Sexuality in the Western World. And the reason we came up with that title is, the first 

time I taught it, even some of the activist students said that it was a problem for them, to 

have this on their transcripts. And so I came up with this name and it was supposed to be 

abbreviated like “Historical Perspectives on Sexuality.” And after the first time, I would 

tell this story about why the title was called what it was. And the first time I taught it 

under that title, one of the students in my class came up to me in the summer and said, 

“I’ve got this problem. I can’t give this transcript to my parents. Do you know how that 

got abbreviated?” And I said, “No, I don’t.” Of course the registrar’s office does it. He 

said, “It came out ‘Same-Sex Sex.’ How am I going to explain to my parents I got a B in 

Same-Sex Sex?” This is one of my favorite stories. So I happened to know a gay man in 

the registrar’s office and I called him and he changed it and he printed out a new 

transcript, and we found the student’s phone number and got it all to him within like two 

hours. That’s a nice gay network.   

Q. That’s really great. One other question that I wanted to throw in too, is whether you felt 

like there was a rich intellectual community for you at OSU in either the History 

Department or the Women’s Studies Department, or both?   
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A. Yes, I really did, and particularly once we built up the Women’s History program. That 

was probably the thing that made me happiest, when we ended up having not one 

women’s historian but five. Yeah, I have to say that Susan Hartmann and Birgitte Søland 

were just my closest colleagues. We read each other’s work. Birgitte edited my whole 

Worlds of Women book manuscript, where I had to cut out 100 pages. Both of them were 

just incredible people. And obviously Verta was also an intellectual colleague and co-

author as well as a partner.   

Q. Exactly, yes. And Birgitte and Susan both told me to tell you hello today. Moving on on 

the questions here. Either when you left the University or at this point in time, what do 

you think remains undone relative to the progress of women and perhaps LGBT students 

or faculty or staff, and other diverse groups? 

A. Certainly when I left there was the health benefits issue and I don’t really know stuff 

that’s gone on since then. But it was interesting. When Verta and I left, we both sent 

around an e-mail to all of our colleagues and talked about leaving  And one of the things 

we talked about was the lack of basic equality for gay/lesbian people at the University, 

even though it didn’t affect us directly because of the fact we had our own health 

benefits. We both felt really strongly that that was something that needed to be fixed. If I 

compare to here, for example, gender-transitioning surgeries are covered by student 

health. I don’t know what goes on at Ohio State anymore, but housing, transgender issues 

are really very much paid attention to on campus.   

Q. My understanding is that, and I’ll have to double-check this, but my understanding is that 

that is the case at OSU now too in terms of gender transitioning. But as were talking I’m 

realizing that I’m not 100 percent positive, so I need to double-check that. But I’m sure 
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that your efforts were really instrumental in helping push a lot of these things along at 

OSU, and that’s really wonderful. Are there topics that you wanted to discuss that we 

didn’t cover? 

A. I don’t think so. 

Q. And I think that we’ll have an opportunity to edit the transcript and to include other 

things, if things come to mind later. And I know we talked about the “Harassment and 

Outrages” folder, but if you have other memorabilia like photos, newspaper clippings, 

correspondence, that you would be willing to permit the Archives to photocopy, I think 

they are also looking for things like that to be included in the Archive. Do you actually 

have an Archive? 

A. I have some different possibilities. I was interviewed for an archive at the Sophia Smith 

Collection that has the Voices of Women’s History archive, and they are willing to take 

my things. I don’t know. The Lesbian Herstory archives, basically we’ve talked about the 

professional stuff one place and the stuff for the Lesbian Herstory archive, if they are 

interested. I found “Harassment and Outrages.” Guess what? I still have the folder. I 

didn’t think I would have gotten rid of that. I had to throw away a lot of stuff when we 

moved obviously. But I also would be willing to consider sending stuff to Ohio State, if 

we move out of Santa Barbara. We’re thinking about retiring in Key West. I might just be 

willing to send anything the Archives wants.  

Q. Right, at that point when you’re moving. Are there other people you think the Voices of 

Women project should interview? 

A. If Ann Reynolds isn’t on the list, she would be a fascinating person to interview.   

Q. I will make note of that, too. 
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A. I don’t know how the list was collected but she has quite a lot to say about Ohio State. 

Q. I don’t have the list in front of me but I will definitely let Deb and Judy know. 

A. I’ll tell you one of the things that happened. The AAUP [American Association of 

University Professors] I think, the faculty, Ann was always a controversial figure. But at 

some point, they started calling her “Big Tit,” which she laughed off and said, “Boy, I 

don’t even have any.” And when she left they would say, “We just could never have 

another woman Provost.” Because whatever they didn’t like that she had done. At the 

time, I remember saying, “Yes, so we’ve had a bunch of really jerky presidents. Are we 

going to say we’re never going to have another man?” I mean, really? She would be 

really interesting to interview. And she’s retired in Key West from New York now. 

Q. That’s great. Do you see her when you go there? 

A. Yeah, it’s really nice. 

Q. One of the questions here is would you be willing to interview one or two women for the 

project? I know you’re incredibly busy but I’ll ask. 

A. No.  But I think it’s great, and tell Deb I think it’s great that you’re getting this together. 

It’s terrific. 

Q. Yeah, I think it will be a really important Archive. And I just want to tell you again too, 

just how much I look up to you and deeply admire you as a role model and as a scholar 

and historian, and how deeply appreciative I am of everything that you did at OSU, 

which has really paved the way for making it such a wonderful place for women’s and 

gender history right now, both in the History Department and the Women’s Studies 

Department, where I have a joint appointment. It’s just such an honor to talk with you 

and to learn more about that history.   
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A. Thank you.  I’m so happy that you’re there and it sounds like you’re happy there. 

Q. I am really happy, yes. I feel really lucky. Like you were saying when you got the job, I 

also feel just incredibly fortunate. Really. 

A. Good, I’m so glad. I really, really miss people there. It’s a little weird because now it’s a 

whole different department. There’s so many people I don’t know. It’s kind of weird how 

that can happen. 

Q. Yeah, that’s true. Susan is now retired. But Birgitte and Stephanie. Right.  

A. And Judy’s left.   

Q. That’s right, although she’ll be closer to you now at UC Irvine.   

A. Well, thank you. This has been really fun.   

Q. Same here, thank you. 

A. I hope we’ll get to see each other.   

Q. Yes, I hope so too. I’ll be in touch maybe before conferences to see if you’ll be there. 

A. Great. The one thing I know I’m going to, I’m going to AHA next year. 

Q. Oh okay, great. I’m actually putting a proposal together with some other people. Maybe 

we’ll see each other there. That would be great.   

A. Great. 

Q. Good luck with everything. I hope you have fun with your new puppy, too. 

A. Oh thank you, she’s a doll. Thanks. Have a nice weekend. 

Q. Okay, you too, thanks. Bye  


