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Beginning is missing!

Ed: Hi, Jess, welcome.

Jess: Hi, Ed. Thank you.

Ed: Tell us about yourself. Where were you born? How long have you been in Syracuse?

Jess: I came to Syracuse about 7 years ago. And grew up in upstate New York, ?/? County, little town called Newport. Both of my parents are from farming families, farming communities. Went to college at Colgate University in upstate New York. Spent a year working in Utica, and moved to Syracuse a couple years out of college. 

Ed: And when did you get involved in Peace Council?

Jess: I had lived in Syracuse three or four years and then left for a year and came back in the spring of 2002. It was right after September 11th had happened. The Peace Council was going through a sort of revitalization phase, and I got involved as a volunteer at that summer of 2002. 

Ed: And you had been doing activism before you plugged into the council?

Jess: Yeah, when I moved to Syracuse I moved into a collective house. And a number of people were active in various issues, Latin American solidarity issues, particularly Chiapis at that time. The anti-nuclear movement, trying to close the nuclear plants in Oswego. In fact one of my housemates at that time Tim Judson  was the staff person at the peace council when I first moved to Syracuse um so that was at a bit of a low point for awhile at that time of the peace council. And it wasn’t until I left and came back that I actually got involved in the peace council.  

Ed: And how did you get involved, just through Tim, or what was the attraction?

Jess: Well, I had, been gone for the year. And when I came back some of the groups I had been involved with sort of dissolved. And so I was looking for a way to plug in and the Peace Council had quite a bit of energy and so when I looked around for a way to get involved in the community. And so I called and at that time they were doing informal lunches once a week. 

Ed: and before you were doing that you were an activist. You were working with refugees?

Jess: that was actually why I moved to Syracuse. I had a job with the Inter-religious Council Refugee Resettlement Program. And worked there for two years. Refugees from Somalia, Liberia, Cuba, Ukraine, former Yugoslavia, Vietnam, various countries as they got settled in the community and transitioned. After a couple a years I left that job worked a number of different jobs after school with kids, baking with jail ministry, working at the food coop helping with the database, left to go to grad school. Decided to drop out of grad school and came back and that is when I got involved with the Peace Council. 

Ed: So you came to the peace council already with an international perspective. 

Jess: I think so. I think so. 

Ed: Eventually you became a staff person at the Peace Council.  Would you want to talk a little about before you became a staff person, kind of what some of the hats you wore, some of your involvement? 

Jess:  I think the first major thing that I did with the Peace Council, I helped to organize the annual Hiroshima Day Procession.  I got involved probably June of 2002 and with just doing some various volunteer tasks and, umm, and that was coming and Andy asked if I would help coordinate it because it’s a big chunk of work for a very short period of time and so I helped particularly with umm, it hadn’t happened in awhile and so there was a need to redo some of the props, some of the props had been lost or disappeared with various people and so we did a summer of prop-making at my house of various costumes, masks, banners and that sort of thing and that was probably the first big project I took on for the Peace Council, getting ready for that.  

Ed:  And then as you got involved with the Peace Council you became a staff person, how did that happen?

Jess:  While I was involved I met someone from the Hiroshima Day and then as the fall came on umm the Iraq issue started to heat up, it started to look like the U.S. was really serious about invading Iraq and the Peace Council of course stepped up its organizing and there was a really strong public opposition to the idea of the U.S. invading Iraq and so a number of the programs at the Peace Council held in the fall were really well attended – a lot of people getting involved and I started getting really involved in that issue and we’d had  a couple of public meetings that seventy or eighty people would turn out for these meetings that were just about organizing around preventing an invasion of Iraq.  And we divided into subcommittees and I started helping to coordinate one of the subcommittees and sometime I guess it must have been in November of that fall the Peace Council started thinking about hiring an additional staff person, as things started to escalate and it seemed like there was a lot of support for the work it was doing and since I had taken on a pretty big role in terms of coordinating one of the subcommittees, I was approached and asked if I would consider coming on for four months for twenty hours a week specifically to coordinate anti-war work.  And deal with,  help to coordinate events and activities addressing the potential invasion of Iraq.

Ed:  What’s it like being a Peace Council staff person?

Jess:  Umm, interesting its probably one of the first times I’ve been paid for political activism which is hard to sort of get used to because you feel like its hard , its very hard to distinguish between what’s personal time and personal interest and what’s paid time and organizational interest.  Partially because there’s so much overlap, partially because the schedule is so flexible   it’s not a 9 to 5 kind of job.  So I think it makes it hard to draw boundaries, to distinguish between when you’re working for yourself and when you’re working for the organization.  But it also, you know, even though I lived in the community for a number of years, it introduced me to a whole new segment of the community that I hadn’t been aware of even though I shared a lot of political thoughts on …  It makes you realize how segregated our community is, particularly by age.  I think I had gotten connected with a number of student groups and younger groups when I first moved to town and hadn’t really tapped into the older active community here which is pretty well established in Syracuse and there’s a great history here that I hadn’t really plugged into at all.  So I think coming on to be a staff person at this organization that had such a grounding in the community and had such a history just opened a lot of doors for me.  And I feel like I’ve learned a lot… being part of an organization… there’s a different, umm, it comes with a different level of resources, you know, in terms of the people you have access to, the learning that you do, the expectations of you … you think in a different mindset and, you know, when I talk to people, when I meet people, you feel like you’re representing the organization in some way and that makes me more conscious of what sort of values I’m expressing, I mean even when you’re speaking casually with people, I think there’s always a certain level of consciousness about whether you’re living your politics and so even though its not specifically, I like to try as much as possible to have our personal lives reflect our politics.  I think when you become a representative of an organization that has a sort of public profile, it heightens your awareness of how well you’re doing and (laughs) actually achieving that.  

Ed:  Well, does being involved in the Peace Council, does that sort of change your outlook on life?  Or change the shading of your politics or is it pretty much an expression of what you already brought to the Peace Council?

Jess:  Interesting…. I’m not sure.  I couldn’t say that it changed my politics.  I think, I think I’ve gained a lot of skills working through the Peace Council and I think I’ve clarified, maybe a little bit, my politics partially just because the exposure to people who have slightly different politics.  I think when I first got active on the left I didn’t make the distinctions between where people were at, it’s just you were on the left or the right or you were active or you were not.  And I think getting involved in the Peace Council and meeting so many different people who came from different perspectives, who had different histories, who had been involved in different movements exposed me to a lot of different organizing styles.  And a….you know, slightly different values that… certain things that I took for granted I started becoming more aware of, you know, in terms of styles of, you know how, what the expectation in terms of how well something can be done, how spontaneous something can be, how planned it needs to be, who needs to be notified, how you do the outreach, you know, how much we rely on certain technologies, like the internet or e-mail, instead of phone trees or you know, it just all those kinds of questions about how you do your organizing, umm, and what the norms are.  And I think, more so, those issues of tactics and style, organizing style, umm, have been something that I’ve learned and grown with then my actual stance on issues.  I don’t feel like, I mean I’ve certainly learned, I mean it’s been three years since I’ve been on the staff……..I certainly feel like I’ve learned, but I don’t feel like my actual position has changed since working with the Peace Council. 

Ed:  Did you find that as a staff person working with a range of perspectives, you know because the Peace Council has a whole range of perspectives within it, that you sometimes have to step back, have your politics kind of step back, and kind of more go with the flow than to articulate your specific values?

Jess:  Yeah, I think that’s been one of the biggest challenges is, both in organizing the events and in occasionally doing interviews with the media, trying to figure out when it’s appropriate to state the personal opinion as opposed to trying to reflect the range of views of the organization, even on the occasion when you’re not, you know, when I feel particularly strongly about something, it doesn’t always feel appropriate to express that in a public interview or in pulling together a particular event.  And that can be really challenging because sometimes you feel like there’s a way you would be personally motivated to respond to a particular, you know, organizing a particular demonstration, to respond to something that’s happened or organizing a certain kind of event or certain educational program that seems more timely to me because of my personal interest, um, that also coincides in a certain way with the organizational interests but maybe aren’t the same level of priority.  And its hard sorting through that and figuring out when you sort go with the interests of people or volunteers and the interest of other supporters as opposed to what you’re more interested in doing.  I think you have to, as a staff person, go with the priorities of the organization.  But it's hard to figure out what those are in the day to day when you’re making little decisions. It’s easy to make your personal priorities affect where you’re putting your energy, what’s getting organized, how you know, who’s getting contacted and invited to events, where you’re holding events, all those sort of personal biases that I think influence that.  And that’s, I find, really hard to stay aware of that or to try to figure out when you give in and when you don’t, where you draw the line, when you decide that if there’s a certain personal priority that it’s time to either leave the organization to pursue that or you put it aside and stay with the organization.  Those are all, I think, really challenging decisions.

Ed:  You find sometimes feeling being somewhat stifled because you’re speaking on behalf of a range of views as opposed to your own specific perspective?  I mean how do you come to grips with that if that’s the case?

Jess:  Occasionally, not that often, I would say, I think, when it’s been more heightened for me is when I’ve been doing more extended media interviews or you go on a talk show and people ask sort of pointed questions, particularly around issues of non-violence because there’s such a range of using the organization and when I first came on there was actually no positions or statements from the organization on what its position was, and I found it really hard to sort of try to reflect what I wasn’t even quite sure I knew what the range of positions (laugh) within the organization were and so there was a little bit of hesitancy about addressing certain issues or responding to certain questions because I wasn’t sure I could actually answer them on behalf of the organization.  And sometimes I would simply state that in the interview, you know, I’m speaking for myself – there’s a range of opinions in the organization.  But then that had the effect of even though you’ve given that caveat that there’s a range of opinions and I’m just expressing mine, I think, you know, conducting the interview people are just going to take away that one opinion that was expressed.  So it makes it a little hard to try to represent perspectives that you don’t necessarily understand, or you know as an organization…. I’m not sure we have that many internal conversations about where people are coming from.  And yet there’s some amount of obligation to represent that diversity when we’re speaking in public.

Ed:  So you invoke non-violence in connection with the Peace Council.  Would you say that regardless of how you define non-violence that the Peace Council and non-violence are, you know, kind of one and the same?

Jess:  Um, certainly inextricably linked.  And part of what’s challenging is the fact that non-violence has so many different definitions.  And each person brings their own definition based on their experiences, their history, their perspectives, their values, um and we did finally draft a statement that somewhat represents the Peace Council’s position on non-violence.  And I found that really helpful for myself.  It’s just in terms of seeing what people would put down on paper and agree to… it just sort of made it a little less nebulous.  But again, you know, that was, you know, just a certain segment of the Peace Council that was involved in writing that statement, and it happened to be the segment that was the decision-making group at the time, and so it got passed and now it stands.  But the Peace Council is such a big nebulous kind of organization that there’s probably a number of people who’ve been involved for any number of years and have a strong connection to the Peace Council who either don’t know the statement exists, have never read it, never seen it, and certainly never gave input on it, so it obviously falls short of completely representing the diversity in the organization.  

Or read it, and have some questions about it. (Laughter)

Ed:  OK.  Um, so you’ve been involved in the Peace Council for several years.  Can you point to some of SPC’s successes?

Jess:  I think we’ve had a number of high points in the last few years.  Sort of looked out at being in a time when the energy is growing and continues to grow.  I think that the march that happened when we pulled together a thousand people to converge at the armory downtown before the invasion of Iraq was a real high point.  Just to galvanize that many people to take an action to come out and do something at a time when people were feeling pretty powerless, I think to the national was really amazing, high point.  Just a powerful experience.  And I think you know, that time, a couple of times, before the invasion, when we took busloads of people to come demonstration and we managed twice to take six busses full of people, which I think from Syracuse is a pretty strong showing, I mean people who are willing to ride in a twenty-four hour bus trip to Washington D.C…. we’re talking about three hundred people.  I found that pretty impressive, that we were able to get that many people to come out and do something.

Ed:  How about the other side of the coin?  Disappointments.  Have there been some.  Have you had some disappointments with SPC or….?

Jess:  There’s certainly, we’re in a continual up and down, you know, there’s the highpoints of when things come off really well,  and then there’s the events when nobody shows up or hardly anybody shows up, and I think it’s been really hard to try to organize on issues other than Iraq because people have been so focused on that .  When we’ve tried to sort of make connections to other issues or do educational programs on things that we see as related but that aren’t in the media as much and we have three or four people (laugh) turn out for an event, um, I think there’s some real frustration.  And I think that some of our interactions with the media, you know, when we’ve had big events that have gotten no media coverage or when we’ve had a, when we brought Jimmy Massey to town and the criticisms of him got almost as much attention as the events and the speaking tour that we organized for him, was pretty frustrating.

Ed:  And Jimmy Massey is…….?

Jess:  Ah, a U.S. Marine who is now out of the service and was speaking out about his experiences and is very critical of the role in Iraq and the actions of the Marines there.  And I think there’s a lot of examples like that, that just makes you really frustrated in working with the media and how we get portrayed and what photos get in, and what gets covered and what doesn’t, that make it hard to keep working at it.  (Laughter)  Keep going back to them for coverage over and over again.

Ed:  There have been times in Syracuse Peace Council’s many decades when the local media was much more or much less receptive to the Peace Council then now.  Where are we?  Is the local media receptive to the Peace Council these days or does it have a kind of adversarial relationship?

Jess:  I don’t know if I would say either.  I feel like we’ve gained enough of a public profile that there’s some sense of obligation for the media to cover our events and we have a number of people turn out, but I feel like… it’s a lot of it has to do with the whim of what’s popular.  I think when we’re touching on issues that are getting national coverage and we’re tying into stories that are getting covered by other outlets, we tend to get more coverage.  So I don’t feel like its so much dependant upon what our relationship with local media people, as it is on whether we happen to be doing something that is of interest to them, or that they can tie into other national stories and therefore it seems to be of importance to them, of local issues that connect to bigger issues that are getting coverage and are getting play, somehow seem to be easier to get coverage for.  And THAT I think is a frustration because there’s a sense that it doesn’t really matter how good the work we’re doing is or how important it is because there are factors that determine whether or not we get coverage don’t seem to be connected to the value of the work itself.  It seems to be more connected to what the atmosphere, what’s popular nationally, what’s in the limelight, what’s the issue of the moment.   And that’s what’s getting the coverage.  We’re about to go on this trip to Columbia and Venezuela and I have a strong sense that we’ll be able to get media coverage because we’re going to Venezuela because Chavez has been in the news because the oil issues have been in the news.  Venezuela has been interesting for a long time and it would have been an equally important trip going a couple of years ago but I don’t think there would have been the same potential for media coverage.  So that I think is a really hard thing to figure out how to address the issues without just doing for the sake of getting media coverage.  And yet wanting to… and that’s obviously the easiest way to reach a large number of people is to get covered by those mainstream media locally.  And whenever we’ve had… we’ve gotten an event announced in the local media we get people showing up, we get better turnout – then it has a significant real impact.  And yet is (unintelligible) and how much to play to that is the question.

Ed:  OK, this trip to Venezuela, you mentioned, Columbia and Venezuela, can you put that in context of your Syracuse Peace Council work?

Jess:  Well, that’s interesting.  Technically it will be vacation for me.  (laughter)  It won’t be staff time.  I consider this a personal trip.  It’s not something I went to the Peace Council and asked to do or made any proposals that I do it, um, but yeah, I’ll certainly integrate it into my work.  When I come back I expect I’ll attempt to do one of the monthly programs, the monthly educational programs we do with some connection to this.  The trip will certainly influence the content of the Peace Newsletter which I’m the coordinator for the editorial committee there now.  So there’s that kind of overlap.  I see obvious connections between what’s happening in Columbia and Venezuela and what’s happening in Iraq and, you know, what’s happening in terms of issues of economical globalization and the U.S. military presence globally.  So it’s hard not to make those connections.  Yet it’s not the organization who’s going to decide that it was a priority for me to go there or that it was a priority to have events around that.  And I think there’s a lot of that just sort of happenstance kind of stuff that happens with the Peace Council that decides what events get done and what programs get done and which issues get highlighted.

Ed:  Can you say something about your work with the Peace Newsletter and about the role the Peace Newsletter at the Peace Council?

Jess:  Well I had joined the Peace Newsletter committee in an ad hoc way.  They were doing a special issue a year after 9/ll – a sort of retrospective, a large – I can’t remember how many pages were in it – maybe 36? -  I forget – well anyhow, they were doing a large sort of anniversary issue, and I joined just to help with that one issue.  And then was asked to join the committee and decided to make it more of a long-term commitment, before I came on the staff.  And then once I came on the staff, the Peace Newsletter became part of my staff position and my staff time.  And I’ve served on it now… this is the second time… I’ve served on it for about a year, year and a half, took a break for awhile, sort of rotating it among the staff and now just started again after being off of it for about a year, I guess.  (Mumble)  It’s a lot of fun to work on and it’s great to have the opportunity to read so much great material; to work with authors; to put features together; to lay them out and see them come out and people’s responses to it and, you know, to feel like we’re putting together a real good source of information for people and sending that out each month – it’s really great.  Also a lot of work and can be very stressful – the constant deadlines – your always on a timeframe and it’s not your own timeframe and things have to be done when you go to press whether they’re the best quality they could be or whether there’s some breaking event that could change them- doesn’t matter there’s that timeframe for the publication that can be hard to work with sometimes.

Ed:  The Peace Council… the Peace Newsletter, has been around virtually as long as long as the Peace Council has been around.  How important is the Peace Newsletter to the Peace Council’s activism and role in the community?

Jess:  My guess is that it’s probably been or less important depending on the times, I think because we’ve put it online now and because it’s so easy for people to get access to information on the internet.  I feel like it’s a little less important than when print was the only source of information people had and this was really a primary alternative to mainstream news.  I think people have so much access to information now that – we’re sort of just adding to that rather than serving as people’s primary source of alternative information.  But I still think it’s fairly valuable.  My parents subscribe and you know,  there’s people who I think don’t tap into alternative information who would get to subscribe to the Peace Newsletter through some random connection to the Peace Council or because it’s a local publication as opposed to some internet publication that they have no idea who the source is and who’s editing it.  So I think they still see it as important although maybe not as central as it was in the past.  But I think it’s also – it’s really an incredible history in that – you know – look at the old issues and go back and see what was being covered and how it was being written about and what people were thinking about at that time and what the organization was going through.  I think just the history it provides - it’s almost like a journal of the organization or a story or the history of the organization – I think that that,  in and of  itself is important.  I’m not sure of what kind of knowledge we would have had of the history of the Peace Council without the Peace Newsletter.

Ed:  Well, in terms of the history of the Peace Council as you look back on it from your experience and what you’ve heard, is there anything unique about the Peace Council?  Is there anything that explains in part at least why the Peace Council survived for seven or eight decades when so many other groups have not?

Jess:  I don’t know if I would point to any one thing but I think certainly that it would have to help that the types of groups who have been involved have changed so much and that the organization allows for that kind of flexibility of, you know, growing to have seven or eight paid staff people and shrinking to having no staff people or one part time staff people, and still being able to function you know, I guess living within it’s means – I mean never getting so big that if it were to go through a low period it couldn’t maintain itself.  You know, that it's within it’s fairly humble house and dwelling and could serve you know, of having, you  know, right now having three part-time staff people

and a whole number of regular volunteers and interns but also, you know, would also be able to be maintained when it was only a part-time staff people.  So I guess living within one’s means seems to be somewhat key so you don’t fall too hard when the times get lean. But also that it’s been grounded I think in what has been going on in the present time.  And willing to sort of change with, you know, whoever brought the energy and got involved and was able to sort of shape what the organization was doing.  And I think that it’s important that it wasn’t so rigid that when you came in, there was a set of expectations that couldn’t be altered.   

1
7

