SPC History Video—Fall 2005

Interviewer:  Ed Kinane

Interviewed:  Andy Mager

EK:  Welcome, Andy Mager

AM:  Glad to be here.

EK:  Tell us about yourself, where were you born?  How long have you been in Syracuse?

AM:  I was born and grew up on Long Island, came to Syracuse at the end of 1981 because my partner at the time, Karen Beetle had gotten a job on the staff at the Syracuse Peace Council.  So, I immediately got involved in the Peace Council quite actively and have been much of the time since then, when I’ve been in the Syracuse area.  

EK:  Why don’t you tell us about some of the roles you’ve played at the Peace Council over the years…almost 25 years now?

AM:  Initially I was a very active volunteer; I got involved on the Peace Newsletter Editorial Committee working with yourself and various other folks, and then worked more on projects.  At that point I really had very little to do with the organizational structure in those early years.  Particularly working on draft resistance, and other sort of youth and militarism issues, and also in the ‘80’s worked a lot on non violent direct action around nuclear disarmament.  After I spent some time in jail for my draft refusal and then in 1986 was hired on staff in a temporary way, initially during a crisis and stayed in that role for a little over two years and I was coordinating the Peace Newsletter at that point.  Then, again came back helping with the Peace Newsletter around 2000 initially as a volunteer and then was part of the returning staff for the revitalization that happened at the very end of 2001 after the September 11th attacks and anticipated US militaristic response to them.

EK:  Let’s talk about that revitalization a little bit later because I think that’s an important chapter in SPC’s history.  You heard about the Peace Council through Karen Beetle and what was it about the Peace Council that got you so involved so quickly?

AM:  Well, we were living in Portland Oregon when Karen applied for a job at the Peace Council and I think that reading the materials—the holistic perspective, the sense that all these different social issues were intertwined, that we needed to understand oppression issues, injustice, economic issues, race issues, gender issues, and have an analysis that drew them together with militarism, was what really, I think, was most important.  And I guess also that it appeared on paper at least, that the Peace Council tried to practice what we preached, that we engaged in a collective group process, that we used consensus that we sought to try to live out the world that we were trying to create within our own organization.  Once I got involved I certainly realized that, like all such efforts we at times fall short of those ideals, but I really think that there’s a good faith effort on the part of the Peace Council to do that.

EK:  Andy, you talked about working on the Peace Newsletter, which is the monthly publication of the Peace Council, and then eventually helping to coordinate the Peace Newsletter.  Were you familiar with the Peace Newsletter out in Portland before you came?  Did that give you a window on what the Syracuse Peace Council was about?

AM:  

I’d seen a couple of issues that were sent to Karen, some samples for her consideration of applying for the job.  And I was impressed with it.  I’d worked on publications, some in Rhode Island where I started my—or continued—my political awakening and really enjoyed working on publishing.  I saw that as a wonderful way to get information out to people. So, I was impressed with the Peace Newsletter.  I thought it was an ambitious project and I particularly liked, once I got here, the fact that we really worked to get it out into the community in a broad way.  In addition to serving on the committee, I did the downtown distribution for several years in the early to mid 1980’s and I really enjoyed trying to extend that distribution. I think at one point I was distributing maybe 450 copies a month at various downtown locations.  So I appreciated that it wasn’t just a publication for those who already were involved or connected with the Peace Council. But we sought to distribute it to the general public and use it as a door to help people climb through in their own journey towards understanding the problems we face and being part of the solution.  

EK:  Tell us more about distributing the Peace Newsletter.  Did it go to newsstands?  Or how did you distribute it—what kind of network was developed?

AM:  Overwhelmingly, restaurants, coffee shops, and those kinds of places.  The Downtown library certainly was an important location.  So it was really trying to find businesses where there was some open-mindedness on the part of the ownership or management. As well as where there was likely some interest on the part of people who were going there. The State Tower building and some of the institutional buildings downtown as well.  

EK:  Weren’t there a lot of other people helping—volunteers—helping to distribute the Peace Newsletter?

AM: Certainly the downtown was just one distribution route of 10, 15 or 20 over the years.  Other people have taken it on since and one of my roles now, and since the end of 2001 has been coordinating the distribution by trying to find new territories, recruit people to take it on, that sort of thing. I think it’s a very concrete specific sort of task that many people are happy to take on.

EK:  And so the public is able to see the Peace Newsletter for free—copies are free.

AM:  Exactly.  

EK:  So you’ve been involved with the Peace Newsletter for a number of years and of course SPC for a number of years, going on 25 now.  What might be some of the high points of your experience?

AM:  Certainly some of the gatherings and celebrations.  I recall the 50th anniversary when Tom Paxton performed and 500 people or thereabouts filled an auditorium at one of the city schools and there was just a tremendous sense of energy, a sense of history. That’s one of the things that’s always been important to me about the Peace Council and really about all of my activist work; that being part of a long legacy, a historic tradition of people who saw that war was wrong, who saw these terrible injustices in our nation and did what we could to try and change that.  So being part of the Peace Council for me was sort of organizationally being part of that legacy.  So certainly those gatherings were high points.  The Plowshare’s Craft Fair every year where many, many peripheral people or people who aren’t connected to the Peace Council really come together, get a feel for who we are and hopefully support our efforts, and then some of the demonstrations have been important.  I played sort of a central role in organizing a very large demonstration in the fall of 2002 where we had 5 separate marches that converged downtown for a large rally in front of the armory that drew about a thousand people. It certainly was a tremendous moment, to look out at that crowd and just see this sea of people really representing various parts of the Central New York community. That was also the moment where we held onto some hope that we might prevent the war with Iraq, that we might generate enough opposition, enough momentum and anti-war sentiment, that we would stop the Bush administration’s drive towards war.  Certainly we had no illusions that that wasn’t their obvious and clear goal.  
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EK:  During the ‘80’s you went to prison for a few months for draft resistance, registration resistance, and you had been working with a group—Upstate Resistance.  Can you say something about the relationship between Upstate Resistance, which you were very active in, and the Peace Council?

AM:  Sure, and that sort of leads me to another thought about my relationship to the Peace Council, which is, in my younger days I very much didn’t want to be a permanent staff person for an organization like the Peace Council. I didn’t want to have to subvert my own, very specific, individual choice of what projects and campaigns to work on to the needs of an organization such as the Peace Council. Which is in my mind part of the role of a staff person, so Upstate Resistance was affiliated with the Peace Council but not completely a project of the Peace Council.  We certainly felt supported by the Peace Council; we had relative ease on getting information published in the Peace Newsletter, both about our ongoing work in the community as well as some of the specifics of my prosecution, trial and imprisonment.  So in general it was quite a good working relationship.  There were a few times when there were some bumps in the road.  For example, Upstate Resistance really was very pacifist in its orientation, and radical pacifist in the sense of believing that through active non-violence that we could create the world that we seek. And we really tried to take non-violence seriously so that when I was contacted by the FBI regarding my refusal to register our tendency and approach was to say, “you want to meet with Andy?  Well you can meet with a group of us.”  We believe that this wasn’t so much about individuals who were heroes, but about a movement to eliminate war and to create a just society.  As a result of that information being put in the Peace Newsletter a firestorm erupted within the Peace Council about the prospect of people talking to the FBI.  And the Peace Newsletter had a two-part article about the FBI and how we as activists should deal with the FBI.  And in many ways it was a high point in terms of participatory democracy within the organization because these two perspectives were printed in the newsletter and thoughts were invited from people who were part of the Peace Council. I think there were well over 50 responses, some of which were three pages, single space typed responses—so a real depth of response. The majority of the responses and the ultimate decision of the organization was to feel that the approach that the Upstate Resistance took was naïve and wrong-headed. While the Peace Council didn’t think it could tell its members or volunteers how to act. It did say that it could restrict what staff or people serving on governing committees could do, which involved my partner at the time, Karen Beetle, as well as some other folks involved with SPC.  That didn’t sit very well with me at the time but I guess I continued to believe enough in SPC and to believe that people were acting in good faith, that there was no effort to disassociate, there was no split, but it was a sad moment in my mind.

EK:  Have there been other sad moments with SPC?

EM:  There always in my mind has been a sense of frustration that we don’t have the resources that we need.  I’m someone who believes that we can change the world, who believes that we can change our community as well as our world. There’s always a struggle between what I think we should do, what I’d like us to do, what other people would like us to do and what we’re able to do given our limited human and financial resources.  So that’s sort of an ongoing issue for me.  There were times after my time in prison and then working on staff at the Peace Council that I was out of the country for a year, was living down at Commonplace Land Trust in Truxton and did organizing primarily in Cortland County, not so much in Syracuse.  There was a time when I found it sort of painful to read the Peace Newsletter, it felt to me that it was so cynical and speaking in such a sort of self-righteous, speaking only to the converted, avant-garde radical folks.  It turned me off personally and I felt that it was not the kind of educational tool that I hoped it would be and that I think it often has been in its lifetime. So that was a time when I also felt less connected to the Peace Council and was sort of saddened by some of what was happening.  I also criticize myself for not taking the time and putting in the energy to communicating that directly to the people who were involved at the time, which I didn’t do.

EK:  You came to SPC as a young man and now you’re not so young.  I understand you are about to have your 45th birthday.  How important has SPC been as part of your personal growth?  How has it affected you?

AM:  When I think about the way you framed the question, SPC has been a part of my life for more than half of my life, so that’s an interesting way to frame it.  I think it’s been an important part of my community.  When I first came to Syracuse, I came here through Karen, who was working at the Peace Council.  Her life was engulfed by the Peace Council, so to a large degree my life became engulfed as well.  The people I knew, the friends I developed were through the Peace Council and through the activist work that happened in and around SPC.  So, it’s been a key part of my life in many ways.  My life is no longer as engulfed by SPC as it was then, for a variety of reasons and frankly I think that’s good.  I think that there have been times in the past when the Peace Council house and office has been sort of an incestuous kind of place and I don’t mean that in a sexual sense, but more in a social sense, because the success of our work will come from us extending far out into the community, not by being this intense core of people who are talking primarily to each other.

EK:  Picking up on that, it sounds like you may have a critique of the Peace Council, in terms of this “incest factor”—do you want to elaborate?

AM:  I think at times the Peace Council has, and this gets back to my earlier criticism of trying to communicate with ourselves or trying to impress ourselves or others with sort of having the absolute correct, most radical line on what was happening.  One of the things I value in the Peace Council is that there’s a spectrum of people involved with it, there are people who are anarchists, communists, socialists, who are sort of the far left political extreme, but there’s also people of a more liberal or mainstream bent.  I recall, somewhat sheepishly, when I first came to the Peace Council that I looked down on the people who weren’t active, who didn’t come demonstrate in the streets, but sent in only financial contributions to the Peace Council.  I felt that wasn’t enough, that people needed to give their lives to the struggle.  As I’ve gotten older, I’ve recognized that there are various ways people can contribute and they’re all meaningful.  And yes, we need to try and help people take the next step, maybe be willing to take a little more risk in their own lives, to stand up a little more boldly; that that’s how change will occur but not to be so judgmental about others.  To get back a little more specifically to your question, when the revitalization was beginning to be planned in the fall of 2001, one of the things that several of us talked about was that we wanted to build an organization with a large umbrella.  We wanted SPC to be a place where people of somewhat varying political persuasions could come together with common goals.  And I think we’ve been pretty successful at that.  We’ve reached out much more and done a lot more work with the mainstream media than has happened, probably since sometime in the early ‘50’s and I’m very proud of that work.  I think its important work that helps advance our mission and puts the organization in a much better light publicly.  

EK:  You, I think, are one of the few staff people that have been a family man.  You’re now a family man and could you say something about how the Peace Council can accommodate you as a family person and how being a family person may affect your activism within the Peace Council.

AM:  Well, my son, Eli, is 2 ¾ now, and he was born while I was on staff and I took a short leave during the time of his birth and shortly thereafter.  Certainly there has been a real welcoming of Eli into the Peace Council office and the Peace Council family, so that when he was younger he spent a lot of time with me at the office and my co-workers were very welcoming of him. When he got to the point when he was wandering around he could go and visit with Carol or Jessica or other people working in the office and assuming they weren’t in the midst of something that they couldn’t interrupt they would welcome him, play with him, enjoy him. Certainly at larger Peace Council events I feel that as well, that he’s growing up inside a community of people working for peace and justice.  So in that way it’s been wonderful and very supportive.  The flip side of it is that Peace Council pay is low, that my co-workers and I work many more hours than those for which we’re paid. So it’s really only because of a supportive partner who happens to have a much more professional, well paying job that I’m able to work at SPC and live the way we live and have a child.  I wish that didn’t have to be the case.  I wish we could have people who had greater financial needs for income who could have those needs met by working at the Peace Council.  We now have, at least on paper, a commitment to paying a living wage, which certainly wasn’t the case 25 years ago when the wages were below the legal minimum wage at that point. 

EK:  Do you think that the wage structure at SPC acts as a barrier toward attracting maybe a diverse staff?  

AM:  Certainly.  I think that people who have student loans, people with other financial commitments or who just for a variety of reasons want to earn more money will have a hard time supporting themselves on the Peace Council salary.  And the fact that at this point at least all the staff positions are part time, so that it’s hard to support yourself on that income.

EK:  Andy, you’ve been involved with the Peace Council for about 24 years, but in fact the Peace Council goes back many years, to the 1930’s.  Any thoughts on why the Peace Council has been able to survive when so many other organizations have gone by the wayside—you know, social justice organizations, local grass roots organizations?

AM:  I think there are a variety of factors.  I think one is that at various times there have been one or two people who have kept it together.  Certainly Norman Whitney played a critical role for many, many years helping keep things going, through World War II, and other lean times.  There frankly were times when I was an advocate when I thought the Peace Council was really not doing much to accomplish its mission but just sort of treading water.  There were times when I was an advocate for closing the doors and saying we don’t need to keep this going, and maybe if the Peace Council were to fold something new would be born out of it that could move ahead into the future.  At this point I’m very glad that no one seriously took those thoughts or that advice.  And similarly in the late 1990’s, early 2000, 2001, was in my mind a very historic low point for the organization and I think as we get older and older it becomes harder to not continue because of this legacy that we have, because we cherish that history so much.

EK:  Do you think there are elements in that history that is unique?

AM:  My understanding is that we are the oldest grassroots, autonomous, continuously active peace and justice organization in the country, so certainly that makes us unique.  But I think many of the things we struggle with are the exact same issues that people are struggling with in Omaha, Nebraska or Santa Cruz, California, or many, many other places.  And again, I think that were it not for a couple of people insisting at specific low points of the organization that they were going to keep it going, I think we wouldn’t. The Syracuse Peace Council at least wouldn’t be continuous, maybe it would have folded up shop and people would have re-opened it under the same name.  

EK:  You’ve obviously over the years been very involved in the Peace Council and social justice activism.  Do you think it’s important for people to be involved or is that kind of an idiosyncratic track that you’ve taken?

AM:  No, I think we all have a responsibility to be part of a global community, that we’re part of that community whether we accept that responsibility or not and I really—having a child now, and seeing all that that entails first-hand. I can understand a little more easily the way people can get wrapped up in their own lives and not pay so much attention to the greater world around them.  But I think it’s a—we do our children an injustice by making that choice because they need to see us active in the world.  Part of my commitment to social action came from seeing my parents engage in community activities, not so much on a political level, certainly not in terms of a radical political critique, but they were both very actively involved in the community. Despite the fact that my father had 50 to 60 hour a week job and there were four children that they were raising.  But they valued that and I think wanted to role model that for us and I certainly appreciate, having Eli, see that that’s part of my life.  

EK:  A lot of people feel, though, that such activism just doesn’t make any difference.  What can you say to them?

AM:  It has made a difference.  Were it not for people like us, slavery might still be legal; children would be working in sweat shops, in this country as well as around the world, which does still continue.  Women wouldn’t be voting. Gay and Lesbian people would still be in the closet.  So it’s as a result of individual citizens taking action that we’ve made the progress that we’ve made.  So I think we all need to learn more about that history and understand that its not about leaders making the decisions, its not about government officials, its about what grassroots people like ourselves do.  At the same time I understand that sense of frustration, that sense of disempowerment, and at times grapple with it myself.  There are times where I wonder “are we making any difference” and ultimately I think that, for myself, for me to go to sleep at night, for me to feel like I’m being a decent human being, I have to do this work, whether it makes a difference or not.  But, as long as I’m gonna do it, I’m gonna do my damnedest to try to make it as effective as possible. I find it quite frustrating that some others in the peace and justice movement take much more of a perspective of “we’ll do what we do, what we feel called to do, and if that makes a difference, great” because I think we’re struggling against great odds and we need to work hard to make our work as effective as possible.

EK:  Do you think the Syracuse Peace Council is playing an effective role locally in the struggle against the Iraq war?

AM:  I do.  Again I wish we had the resources to have several full time staff, people doing ongoing organizing around the war but I think we’ve been the most significant voice and organizing body in the community by far, and again wish we could do more.  At the same time, during the time when we might have averted the war, all of our efforts really were focused on the war and I think we did a tremendous job.  But the reality is that we couldn’t have stopped it here in Syracuse and we were unsuccessful at getting any of our federal elected officials to vote against the war--neither the two Democratic Senators nor the Republican Congressman.  

EK:  Is it important for a local grass roots group to work together with larger regional or national groups in campaigns like against the Iraq war?

AM:  Certainly if our goals are national or international in scope we need to be connected in with what other people are doing.  And I’m really quite happy with our relationship with United For Peace And Justice at this point, which is this sort of national coalition effort to bring people together to do planning collectively and to think nationally about how we end the Iraq war, and beyond that how we end the Israeli occupation in Palestine, how we turn around the military budget, how we, hopefully make our nation a force for positive change in the world, rather than a global bully which seeks to enrich the wealthy of our nation at the expense of people around the world.  

EK:  You mention the Israeli occupation of Palestine.  Do you think that the Peace Council has been very proactive on that issue?

AM:  No, I don’t think we have.  There have been various times, and I’ve been part of Peace Council efforts, in different times over the past almost 25 years connected to Israel and Palestine and as a Jew I’m particularly pained by the US support for Israeli aggression, for Israeli occupation, human rights violations, etc.  But I think it’s to some degree a failing of the Peace Council, but it’s also a failing of the larger community, that there aren’t people addressing that issue in an ongoing way.  If there were, the Peace Council would love to be a resource to do what we can to help empower, enable and support that.  So, it’s a broader failing than our own.  And it also comes back to resources.  While I’m personally someone who is pulled in many, many directions on many issues, both for me as an individual and organizationally, we need to not try to do too much in too many places or we’ll do none of it effectively.

Ed:  The Peace Council folks have been pretty active in supporting the Onondaga Nation in their land rights action.  I think it is a very local response to an occupation of sorts.  I wonder if you might comment on that.

Andy:  Certainly, you know I’m very proud of the Peace Council’s long historic relationship with the traditional government and people at Onondaga and have worked very actively in terms of the lands rights action and Our Neighbors of the Onondaga Nation project. What we’re calling people to do is to recognize here in our own community the crimes that have been committed in our name and to try, even though it’s several hundred years later, to find ways to address those crimes.  My hope is that can set a precedent for addressing other crimes that have been committed by our nation regarding slavery, regarding occupation of other nations, etc.

Ed:  As we wrap up, anything further you would like to say any points that we need to cover.

Andy:  I guess, yeah, that and I don’t know if this is captured in what I said before at all but some of the most meaningful and powerful moments of my life have been while I’m engaged in social action with fellow people working for peace and social justice.  And in some ways there is an irony here in that I think it’s much the same as people experienced in war time.  You know, sort of the understanding that many men who have fought in wars feel closer to the army buddies who they served with forty years ago they haven’t talked to since than they do with their own partners with the people with who they have spent decades of their lives and at times I think I feel that there are times when I’ve sat with you and others and have been hauled off by the police or have stood firmly for what we believed in and I think that that’s critical and I think it is something that people don’t really understand in terms in of a meaningfulness of engagement of social action in a way that it feeds us as individuals that it gives back to us as well as helping to make our world and our community a better place.

Ed:  Andy Mager, thank you very much.

Andy:  My pleasure.
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