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Interview with Brian Dominick

Interviewed by:

Q – Can you tell us your name and if you are a native of Syracuse and when you became involved with the Peace Council.

A- My name is Brian Dominick.  I am a native of Syracuse.  I am 32.  I became involved in the Peace Council when I was about 19 or 20.  

Q- How did you hear about the Peace Council?

A – I had know about the Peace Council for years and years.  I had really become aware of  it when I saw letters to the editor in the newspaper around the time of the Gulf War.  They were at the time signed by I think a few peoples names and Syracuse Peace Council.  And they resonated with me.  So that was when I think it really stuck in my mind.  It wasn’t that I wasn’t always, I was already aware of those ideas, I just hadn’t known anyone around or anyone locally who shared those ideas and then there was a place that put them in their very name so it stuck with me finally.

Q – Did you have any preconceived notions about the Peace Council and if so, how did real life compare?

A – I did have preconceived notions, reinforced by other people who had no idea what they were talking about.  I was a recovering drug addict at the time.  I had just gotten out of rehab, and I wanted to get involved in political activism but I was sure that everyone at the Peace Council did drugs all the time.  Ya know, were Hippies or whatever.  I had terrible preconceived notions. And other people reinforced those and said, Yeah, you stay away from there for awhile until you’re strong enough to be around that type of person.  Because that’s what I wanted to do, I wanted to become an activist.  I knew that at that point.  But I didn’t come around for about a year until I felt I was ready and I sort of poked my head in.  And I didn’t find any drug users really at all.  

Q – I was going to ask, how that enlightenment came, the realization that the preconceived notions were not in fact true.

A – It just was, ya know, straight up involvement.  I got in and I said I want to do work, I don’t want to sit around and talk with people and I don’t want to party.  And everyone just kinda looked and said ok, we have a lot of room for work.  There’s fun, everyone knew there was going to be fun going on, but I wasn’t interested in that.  I just wanted to get involved in activism, and I probably opened up more socially than I ever would have planned to.  With the people there, I ended up liking almost everybody, it was terrific.  But I had gone in with my guard up saying, I just want to do activism.  And they said, ok, we can do that.  

Q – Is there an example of a high point or a special success associated in your mind with the Peace Council?

A – I think some of the high points were more to do with groups that worked with the Peace Council, getting to know different groups of people, getting to know different communities, getting to know some of the Native American community.  People that I probably wouldn’t have run across, certainly not under those circumstances.  The other thing would be the resources that we use there.  When I was much younger we used to do a lot of activism sort of out of the Peace Council.  We would use Peace Council resources, and they would welcome us with open arms and we would do what we wanted to do, how we wanted to do it with their support.  That was a really terrific feeling at that time.  

Q – How has involvement in the Peace Council, or connection to the Peace Council, affected you?

A – I wouldn’t know where to begin.  It changed my life completely.  There’s no doubt about that.  I think getting involved with a bunch of people who have a structured way, by no means the best way, but a structured way to address the problems of this country, the problems in our society, made all the difference in the world to me, because you can be angry, you can be upset, you can be cynical, you can even be optimistic about things, but until you have a way to address them, and other people to do it with, that’s the critical difference.  And so when I found that, it wasn’t so much that it became THE group that I would always want to work with and always want to address those issues with, it was the fact that it showed me that you can get together as a group and actually work on things, that a collective of people find important.  It introduced me to that idea and me willing to go and find other groups of people who are like minded.  

Q – Can you speak a little bit about the current work that you do and tracing any roots of that work to your connection with the Peace Council?

A – That’s an easy one.  Right now I am an editor at the New Standard.  And when I first got involved in the Peace Council I was made an editor.  Almost literally overnight.  I think I worked on the Peace Newsletter the first month that I was coming around.  At the time they were just glad to have another set of eyeballs to work on it and I spent about a year co-editing the Peace Newsletter.  Learning more and more about the process and just that was probably just the biggest block of just editing on a regular basis that I did before the 10 year period of doing all sorts of other kinds of work, including some editing and then coming back and working with the New Standard and my primary job there most of the time is doing editing.  Very similar types of material, and working with writers.  Now we get to pay them, so I get to be a little bit meaner. (laugh)  But other than that, most of the lessons I learned about working with writers, working with writing as a editor came directly from the Peace Council, for sure.

Q – Why do you continue to stay connected to the work of the Peace Council?

A – Because it’s one of the only things going right now, that’s a stable organization in Syracuse that continues to turn away as best it can.  I’m much less connected now than I have been most of the last 12 years or so, but at the same time I think that it would be pretty difficult to avoid the work of the Peace Council if one wanted to because the Peace Council puts itself everywhere that it needs to be, that it sees itself as needed.  Those connections are necessary.  It’s also just crucial to me.  I’m still living in the town I grew up in. And I don’t even like this town.  I’m the kind of person who likes to stay rooted in things that are familiar, things that I know well.  That’s certainly something I can say about the Peace Council.

Q – Can you explain what’s caused the lessening of a connection?

A – I think that some of it might be changes at the Peace Council, a lot of it is changes in myself and my  perspective and the kind of work that I want to do.  I think that, I mean I’ve certainly had my disappointments with the Peace Council.  I think that it is, I think that a lot of the things that I didn’t address before.  When I did first come around, it wasn’t that easy to get involved.  It took a tremendous amount of me putting myself forward and out there and having a lot of self confidence.  I think especially at that age.  The Peace Council seemed a lot younger then.  That the people who ran the Peace Council were younger at the time, and that made it easier for me.  But now, I still feel like I’m, in a lot of ways I still have the same attitude I did when I first came around, and I wanted to a lot more youth oriented, a lot more energetic activism, a lot more direct action, a lot less getting arrested on purpose, and a whole huge range of things that I think young people today find very important.  And I think that the Peace Council, frankly, is rooted in a very very old methodology and then a strategic world view is generations old.  One or two generations behind the times at least.  That’s something I find frustrating, but personally I can get involved in anything, and I’ve proven that with the Peace Council over and over again.  I can put myself out there and I can say look, I’m going to get involved here and this is the role I’m going to play.  I think a lot of people don’t have that confidence.  Where they can find that I’m not sure, but it’s one of the concerns I have about the Peace Council, is that it’s a little bit exclusive, and it does require you to really put yourself out there and push yourself into the group in order for people to even acknowledge you.  I think that that’s problematic.  It’s also very common in all organizations, activist groups not even being the exception to all institutions in society.  

Q – You mentioned that the last conversation connection with the word disappointment and I wanted to follow up with that a little bit more.  Are there disappointments associated with the Peace Council in your mind?

A – They mostly have to do with…Disappointments are going to come when you’re doing democratic organizing with a group of people.  You’re more often than not going to be disappointed because you don’t get your exact way.  So the disappointments are hopefully transitory, where you don’t get your way and then you see that the way that the group worked out is better than your way.  And I’ve certainly had a lot of those, where I could say at the beginning, things aren’t going the way I want to, but I stay involved and find out ok, this worked out alright.  And maybe my dissent was helpful, but it certainly shouldn’t have over ridden what we actually ended up doing.  So those kinds of disappointments are terrific and I’ve had a lot of good disappointments in that way.  Those are the learning experiences that especially early on when you’re first coming around you might have the confidence to think you know exactly what everybody should be doing but it’s having the humility to admit that maybe you don’t know what everybody should be doing.  That leads to your best lessons and your best growing experiences.  And I had plenty of those early on.  I’m sure if you asked other people questions about me they’d be able to relate those even better than I can.  But I think that the big disappointments come in when that doesn’t happen.  When you feel that you’ve dissented, that you’ve made your best effort to share an alternative idea and it’s gone the other way and you leave feeling, I wish that everyone had listened to me.  Those are also great learning experiences.  But sometimes they tell you that maybe this isn’t exactly the group of people or exactly the organizing method, or exactly the world view that you share, and maybe it’s time to go look for other people who are doing things that are more in line with what you would.  And that’s also ok too.  There’s been specific things, but I think the general disappointments have all been with ya know, just finding out that a group of people that I really like and really enjoy working with don’t necessarily want to do things exactly the way I want to, and still feeling like I want to do them that other way and maybe moving on to do that.

Q – Why do you think the Peace Council has been able to last so long?

A – At the base level, one thing that keeps the Peace Council going is the utter need for change in this society and the universal recognition of it.  By so many people.  I think that a hundred times as many people who come around the Peace Council know that the Peace Council needs to be there.  And I think that’s proven every time the Peace Council almost sort of vanishes, it doesn’t, and that’s because when it comes down to it everybody knows that it has to be there and new crowds of people show up to say we have to keep this institution going.  Or a need arises, like a new war or a new crisis in our society.  I don’t know why other institutions haven’t lasted when  the Peace Council has, because that’s certainly the case in Baltimore, and in Los Angeles, the way it is in Syracuse.  There’s been other organizations here that haven’t lasted.  But I think that when it comes down to it, the Peace Council is very simple, very basic idea of a group of people who are adaptable to different circumstances and new crisis that come along and it’s a place where you can walk in and say, ok, lets address this problem.  And I think that other groups might be too specific, too rigid, in ways that the Peace Council isn’t, to last sometimes.  But I’ve also wondered myself, what really is the difference.  I’m probably not the one with the best answer.

Q – Can you speak a little bit more about your observations about the organization perhaps not being as welcoming and open as it thinks it is.

A – I do get the idea that it thinks it’s opening and welcome.  I didn’t get the idea that it was opening and welcome when I first came around.  In fact, now that I remember it took me a couple times of hanging around what used to be the front room bookstore before anyone even noticed that I was there.  I had to kind of poke my head toward the back.  It seemed that there was a wall between the bookstore and the rest of the, there literally was, but there was a doorway that was open.  It seemed like that was impassable until someone invited you back.  It’s different now, I think it’s more open, physically, but I think that there’s an expectation that people need to learn the way of the Peace Council.  People are told they need to take a non violence training and it’s very specific and ideological when they first get involved in activisim in the Peace Council.  I took it and I found it completely inconsistent with almost all of my notions about how activism should be carried out.  The principles made sense to me, but in practice it made no sense, and I felt right off the bat, excluded.  And I didn’t feel like they were saying, come in and share your method with us, I thought they were saying, come in and learn ours and then implement that the way we do.  That was a little bit stifling to me, it was frustrating.  It was only because the Peace Council was the only thing in town that I stayed around to find some of the wonderful things that there are about the Peace Council.  So, but I did, and there was plenty good.  But I think that that kind of thing, that’s what keeps the Peace Council tactical and strategic outlook from evolving, I think.  That there’s a group of people who say if you want to get involved this is the way we do things and then you can, once you sort of assent to that, and I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with that necessarily, I think groups should have that, but that’s what the Peace Council is, and the problem is, what my concern is that that’s two generations behind.  That that isn’t going to last.  If the goal is to continue to inspire new generations, I think that’s going to be an inhibition.  It’s not persay a bad thing, it’s a just a bad thing if you want to grow in certain directions though, and I think a lot of people wish the Peace Council would.

Q – Can you speak about any notions of forums or approaches to let these other voices be heard?

A – I think that the most important thing is, it’s tough, I don’t know that there’s an easy solution with an organization that means as much as it does to a lot of people who have been around a long time.  I do think that there have been a lot of points at which the Peace Council seemed to show some promise in terms of branching out by making connections to groups that were doing stuff that was pretty inconsistent with what most people identify the Peace Council’s role as being.  I’ve had arguments with some of the older old timers about whether the Peace Council should address issues other than war and peace.  And that’s obviously a way the Peace Council has been flexible, is to recognize all sorts of new issues, all types of oppressions, and to fight against all of them in a very holistic, pluralistic? manner.  But the way that we go about fighting it I think is the part where the Peace Council is a little bit behind.  There have been times when some of the groups that I was involved in early on when we did a lot of affinity group activity among young people, where independent of any of the groups worked on whatever issues they found most important.  Police brutality was one that we dealt with a lot in one of the groups I was in, and health care was another.  Things that weren’t typically Peace Council issues traditionally, were things that we were allowed to address.  And we addressed them in very creative ways.  We had a lot of support, and I think that fostering that sort of thing, that was exactly the sort of thing that kept me around because I saw that there were people in the Peace Council who may not have understood what we were doing but were so supportive of it and so glad to see us there.  So I know it isn’t the desire to have new groups of people and new approaches that keeps it from happening, the desire is definitely there.  I think that in a lot of ways it need to be more open and more inspiring and more accepting of people to come in and use those resources and take advantage of what the Peace Council has built up over the decades and go in different directions and then see if those people can be pulled in at a significant enough level that the same handful of people that the Peace Council has relied on for so long now to keep it going, don’t feel that they have to be that group of people, that the foundation for the change will come in and that new people with new ideas will filter in at a consistent enough pace where that the Peace Council will go in good new directions.  And that’s a difficult burden to put on young people or new people who are getting involved and it’s a difficult thing to ask of people who have been involved for a long time and don’t want to see the organization fall apart.  So those two different perspectives have to come together in a way that both sides sort of trust each other enough that the younger folks say, ok, if we get involved are you going to let us do some different things, and the older folks have to know that those younger people aren’t just going to be involved for a year and then go off to a more exciting place or a different idea or a straight job, or whatever they’d be afraid of.  That’s going to be a critical point that I think someday it’s going to have to come to. 

Q – Do you want to be part of all of that?

A- I’ve tried to be a part of that over time and I think that knowing when that’s actually going to happen, and reaching sort of that critical mass point is difficult, and it takes a lot of commitment and a lot of energy and most of which I don’t have right now because I work 80 or 90 hours a week at another job, unfortunately.  

Q – What would you say to someone who said that being active doesn’t make any difference?

A – The first thing that I would say about being active and the difference that it makes is the difference it makes in yourself.  I’m not one these life stylists who thinks that the whole reason to become an activist is that changing yourself will change the world.  I don’ t think that’s true.  I think that everyone needs to change and that institutional structures of society need to change.  But I do think that, for myself, for someone who struggled with issues of who am I, what’s my purpose in life, though I think are very common, finding a way to get involved, in empowered ways and make little changes here and there and make big changes in yourself is first and foremost one of the most immediate rewards.  History shows that being active makes a difference.  It very rarely feels like you made a difference just now when you did that action or got involved in that thing.  And very rarely did you make a difference when you personally, you alone, did that.  One of the quotes I hate the most in the world is that one, I think it’s Margaret Mead, I can’t remember what her name is.  “A small group of people is the only people that have every changed the world”  That’s the biggest lie I’ve ever heard.  It’s massive groups of people that have done everything.  And making change in small groups is called elitism and it’s called authoritarianism, and it’s called centralism, centralization, and it’s horrible.  What happens is big people, like the working classes, like mass movements like the civil rights movement, those are the changes.  And the leaders, and the people who drive that, they’re nothing.  They didn’t do most of the work.  The other people did their share of the work and it was only because mass movements make change.  So, it’s just like anything in life where every little thing makes a difference, every little part of the whole makes a difference, but you can easily rely on elites and leaders to take care of everything, but without the force of movements behind them, they’ve never been able to do anything and that’s proven.

Q- Is there anything else you’d like to say about your current work in activism and any connection to the Peace Council?

A – No

(statement read )
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