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BLANCHE WIESEN COOK

Interviewed by CANDACE LYLE HOGAN



Blanche Wiesen Cook, whose latest book is The Declassified Eisenhower: A Divided
Legacy of Peace and Political Warfare (Doubleday, 1981), is a history professor at John
Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York City. As visiting professor at U.C.L.A. this year,
she is teaching courses on the Freedom of Information Act and access to public docu-
ments. She produces her own bi-weekly radio program, “Women and the World in the
1980's” on WBAI in New York and KPFK in Los Angeles, and she is co-chair of the
Organization of American Historians' Freedom of Information Committee.

Candace Lyle Hogan: What does it mean to you to be a feminist historian?

Blanche Wiesen Cook: It means to see the world from a woman's perspective. And
it also means to take as our own the issues that relate to women and that, of course,
is all issues. Everything is connected. If one is a feminist, one should be concerned
with ecology and the future of the planet and with the fact that everybody is

entitled to the human right to security and education and peace. I like to think of .

myself as a feminist and a historian and a journalist. | write about international
politics, ] write about Eisenhower, and [ write about women; so I wouldn’t want to
say I am a historian of women's issues exclusively, that’s not all I do.

[ want to deal with all kinds of political issues very directly from a feminist point
of view; and there are many traps in what are the ‘professional standards of history’
set up by so-called professionals— not footnote traps, which I approve of as you can
see if you look at my books, they've got lots of footnotes — but, you know, this notion
that one should not reveal one’s political ideas. I think that's bizarre. My work is
about my political ideas and I want them right up front.

CLH: Your own history seems to parallel the shifting emphasis within the history
profession itself — the move from the traditional study of “great men” only, to the inclusion
of “ordinary people” (social history), capped finally by feminist history. How did you
experience these transitions in your own career?

BWC: I was trained in a very traditional way by very traditional men at a very
traditional university, (Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, Maryland,) where one could
study, indeed did study, American history without ever really learning about
slavery —except in terms of reading a book with a chapter about how Sambo and
Sally were quite happy on the big plantation. Before [ went to graduate school there
in 1962, [ was student government president of Hunter College in New York and
involved in the civil rights movement.

The president of Hunter at that time was Mary Latimer Gambrell. In 1960 when
[ came back after being arrested at a sit-in, she called me into her office and said
that it wasn't that she was a bigot, when she was a little girl she went into the kitchen
at her daddy’s plantation and she talked to those people and she knew that they
even had ideas! But, she continued, the law said this and this, and we were breakin’
the law and that was quite unacceptable. When 1 was awarded the Roosevelt
Memorial Scholarship at graduation in recognition of my leadership and scholarship,
Gambrell had to shake my hand and smile as she handed me the award, which she
did, saying between clenched teeth, “You know how this hurts me . . ."

All of these immediate life experiences built into what became a very conscious
commitment to merge all of my political interests into the work that I do. I mean it
was clear to me what it was all about was ideas and power and influence. At Johns
Hopkins we were trained to savage each other’s seminar papers.
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Unfortunately the whole competitive ethic in America is so pernicious —and
Johns Hopkins was a particularly vicious place academically — that it took me years
to overcome that so I could work with other people cooperatively. [ worked very
hard at overcoming what is the worst in American education — that really ungiving,
unsupportive, destructive competitive attitude. :

And then there is that whole fraud of objectivity. We were trained both at
Hopkins and at Hunter that history is “objective,” that there are these facts that are
hung out in the airy fairy blue, and our job as really good scholars was to unearth,
through primary research in the archives, some new facts, but never to have any
ideas or judgments about them. Mary Latimer Gambrell had a great influence on
me because I've spent much of my life fighting her —she’s been dead all these years,
butIfight her everyday. When students would start answering a question by saying,
“Ifeel . ..” she would bang her fist on the desk and say, “Think! Don’t feel!” And
that was like a motto. A really good scholar didn’t feel, a really good scholar had very
limited thoughts about very specific facts out of which one would never have an
emotion. Feeling was what you did if you were in music ot something.

CLH: What finally made you feel free as a historian to write from your political
conwvictions? ;
BWC: The war in Viet Nam. It changed my life the way the civil rights movement
did. The war in Viet Nam was an outrageous thing that just didn’t make any sense,
so together with a group of historians, we founded the Conference on Peace
Research in History. Out of that came the Garland Library of War and Peace
published in 1971, and the first bibliography on peace research published in 1968.
A whole lot of my ideas focused then and my dissertation, “Woodrow Wilson and
the Anti-Militarists,” became a peace movement dissertation. From that point on
there was no question in my mind that there were alternatives to international
violence, to war, to racism and poverty, and I was going to do my damndest to
promote those alternatives in my work and in my teaching.

CLH: If you were involved in the civil rights and peace movements before you became a
feminist, how did you ultimately translate feminism into your work?

BWC: By 1969 feminism was a real movement but my own connection to it was
very limited. I was in a consciousness-raising group in 1969 and in a Marxist-Feminist
study group by 1973, but still I think I was very slow. I mean I knew I was a
Lesbian—I'd been a Lesbian since I was two I think—although I always thought I
would get married, and I did get martied. Being a Lesbian before feminism, [ had
some sexist ideas actually, so feminism didn’t translate into my work until later. I
identified myself as a professional woman, but I didn't think I should write about
women—I wasn't trained to write about women. I was trained to be a kind of
military historian, an analyst of international business.

CLH: How did you come to realize you wanted to write about women?

BWC: Crystal Eastman: On Women and Revolution (Oxford University Press,
1978) was the first specifically feminist thing  wrote. She was part of my dissertation
started in 1964 about the peace movement in World War I, about the tension of
power groups. That's how I first came across Crystal Eastman and interviewed her
brother Max Eastman. In 1966, about two years before he died, he was very old, still



a wonderfully dashing looking man and he said, did I want to see Crystal Eastman’s
papers—boxes and boxes of her letters to him and their mother and her first
husband and so on. And I said, no. Well, that's the worst mistake [ ever made in my
life. It wasn't until at least three or four years later that the full impact of the feminist
movement began to hit me personally in my work life. And I wrote the book the way
[ wrote it, making the connections, realizing things were not separate, at least not for
me anymore. Feminism really enabled me to connect all the separated aspects of
my vision.

Crystal Eastman became very important to me because she combined her
involvement with the international peace movement with socialism, with feminism,
with sexual freedom; and she was a very free spirit. And then I got very involved
with Crystal Eastman and I began to see myself as the mirror image of her. And in
fact I got so identified with Crystal —she had died of nephritis and my favorite uncle
had died of nephritis—that the whole time [ was writing this book I had kidney
pains and I thought I was dying of nephritis.

So the big transition was this consciousness-raising group and the fact of the
feminist movement, that women were important and here I was sitting on one of
the most exciting women in history and not dealing with her great contributions
from a feminist point of view.

CLH: And so began your work as a feminist historian, but after that was yet another
transition leading to your writing “Women Alone Stir My Imagination: Lesbianism and
the Cultural Tradition” and “Women and Support Networks” in which you examine not
only in what ways the personal is political but also how the love of women made political
commitment possible for women like Eastman, Lillian Wald, Jane Addams.

BWC: Yes. In ten years of work on women in historical peace movements, I had
focused exclusively on their political contributions and whenever [ came across
their love letters, I put them aside. After the impact of yet more intense feminism on
my own life, | went back and read the love letters they'd written to each other, and
then I wrote that female support network article and gave it as a paper at the Third
Berkshire Conference at Bryn Mawr in 1976. I'd given many papers about these
women, but this one was the first about how their personal lives fueled their
energies and enabled them to do work, and I would not have been able to give that
paper if sitting in the very front row were not members of my own support
network— women, many of them heterosexual women, who were my dear friends,
sitting right there in front, encouraging me all the way to come out as a Lesbian to a
roomful of 300 historians and others. I couldn’t have done it without them:; it was
an extraordinary moment in my life.

CLH: Didn’t you conclude that the fact that these women loved each other and chose to
live their lives with each other, that they devoted their primary attentions to women and
derived their primary inspiration from women, meant they were Lesbians?

BWC: Right. And this has become very controversial because there are women
who say I'm fudging the issue—that this is not Lesbianism. This insistence on
whether they ‘did it' and how they did it and how often, 1 think that's all a veil
for homophobia because it is still so unacceptable in our culture to acknowledge
the fact that celebrated and respected and admired women loved each other.

57



58

CLH: So you're not in the closet at all?

BWC: No. People in closets spend a lot of time and energy keeping the door shut.
In a climate as violent and hateful as ours, everything we do, every idea, is a risk.
The only way we will ever transcend this mean-spirited time is to stand up as much
as we can, but not everybody can stand up the same way, you know. If I didn’t have a
job, if I were starving on the street, if I had seven kids to support, I don’t know
what I would be able to do. We all have primary concerns, so 'm not saying that
nobody should be in the closet; in fact I resent the untoward pressure that is
sometimes put on people.

CLH: Are you a maverick even among feminist historigns?

BWC: IguessIam. Some feminist historians are opposed to writing about women's
culture. They say because the point of conflict is between women and men that to
deal just with women is reactionary. Now I think that is not only narrow-minded,
but stupid. Women I write about received energy and vision from within their own
community, which enabled them to go out into the world and do what they wanted
to do. It's not a separatist culture I'm writing about—we all live on this planet. I'm
saying that one can be fueled by women's culture.

One of the things I emphasize is that I am empowered to do the work I do by the
support I get from my loving friends. In fact, I couldn’t do some of the things I do,
don’t know how I would survive, if I didn’t know I have a real political support
network. I think it is important to men as well as women because we all really need
to be backed up in an organized political way as well as in an intimate personal way;
but [ think it's even mote important for women at this moment in history in the
United States because women are not meant to survive here as political creatures.
So we really need each other quite a lot.

CLH: How do you consider your political vision distinct?

BWC: Isee everything as connected. I don’t think you can have freedom unless you
have economic security, just as I think you can't have economic security unless you
have peace. There's never going to be a completely successful socialist government
or country unless there is international peace and unless there is a serious effort to
negotiate the resources of the planet in a fair way. All the fundamental questions
are connected.

Crystal Eastman and Alexandra Kollontai (in the early years) were able to put it
all together and to say, we believe in socialism and freedom and in peace and sexual
freedom. I believe we've lost that ability to see things as connected, and now
everybody tells you to choose. Well I refuse to choose, you know, which limb will I
rip off?! I refuse to choose; we cannot choose, we must put it all back together again.
Every aspect of it is falling apart and we have to rebuild it all.

CLH: How are your two books about Eisenhower connected to feminism?
BWC: Tam a feminist, which méans to me that everything I do is touched by my
sensibility. When [ write about Ike and race, women are there in the culture of my
mind. I'm writing for women and for men—1 think it's so important that we have a
universal vision.

I'm writing about racism because I think racism is a fundamental issue and one of
the most cruel and divisive and costly issues in our culture today. I think that the
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U.S. and South Africa being the only two countries in the industrial world without
socialized medicine hasa lot to do with the fact that we're saying to poor people: you
don't have money, you can die. Well, we say that in a racist context, do you see, for
who are most of the poor people in the U.S. and South Africa?

If poor people are not free, if Blacks are not free, then I'm not free; I am no more
secure as | walk down the street than the least secure person. My whole life is
involved with international politics.

Now, if you think of the military budget in the last ten years as equalling every
single piece of real estate that exists in this country, you know that we have spent
money that could have rebuilt every single building, hospital, home, even the
subways. We spent 180 billion dollars on the war in Viet Nam every year for so
many years, a figure we cannot grasp, an unimaginable number. But it's $56,000 a
second. We can imagine what $56,000 a second is as it ticks away every minute of
every hour of every day. Now what could we do with that money, this richest
country in the world with one of the lowest per capita literacy rates? '

It's in that context that I write as a feminist—as somebody concerned with
international relations, domestic violence, racism. Those are the issues of our time
and I don't parcel it off and say now I'm this and now I'm that. I am always all of
those things because I always live on this planet and it's all connected. See, we are
all connected; and that's how I write, that’s how I feel.
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