SPC History Video—Fall 2005

Karen Hall Interview

Ed Kinane:  I'm here today with Karen Hall at her home

 in Syracuse. Karen, when did you get involved with the Peace Council?

Karen: I got involved with the Peace Council right when I moved to Syracuse pretty much.  

There were reading groups going on and people that I met through the food co-op 

invited me. 

Ed: And when was that?

Karen: That would have been 1992, in the summer.

�Ed: You became part of a reading group.

Karen: Yes

Ed: Remember the book you were reading?

Karen: I think it might have been how to read Donald Duck. Yeah

Ed: So you heard about the Peace Council through the reading group.

Karen: MM

Ed: Then what was your first kind of engagement with the Peace Council?

Karen: The Peace Council then became my main social network and where I always was.  So Bill

 Mazza was the staff person at that time and, lets see, we did some wheat pasting and on prison issues at the time, and I wrote for the Peace Newsletter and also did the proofreading each month so some kind of rote monthly tasks and also then some kind of exciting adventures with my midnight tasks. 

Ed: Midnight tasks?  Ok, did you have any kind of preconceived notions about the Peace Council before you actually got involved?

Karen: I don't know that I ever heard of the Peace Council.  You know, I grew up

 in the area but I don't know that I had ever heard of the Peace Council

 before I went there.  I had purchased things from the  Syracuse Cultural Workers

 but I don't think I, so no, I walked in without preconceived notions.  

Ed: Are you a Syracuse native?

Karen: I am a Verona native.

Ed: And Verona is where?

Karen: Is 35 miles east on the thruway.

Ed: So you were well into your twenties before you even heard of the Peace Council?

Karen: Yes, yeah  I was 29.

Ed: And have you continued with the Peace Council or was that sort of a past stage?

Karen: No my role has changed.  I’ve been on the steering committee, personnel committee, I’ve been the bookkeeper, I’m less, well no I’m not less involved now because I’m on the personnel committee and so a support person for staff members and a policy writer. 

Ed: So you’ve had these various  facets of involvement with SPC, any particular high

 points?’

Karen: Well passing 5 new personnel policies was a high point because it took so darn long.  

What else, I mean the large marches are high points, the march in Washington before

 the current war in Iraq started, and when we had, I don’t quite remember how many of us.

Ed: February 15?

Karen: Yeah, we brought 13 buses perhaps, so that was a high point.

Ed: Thirteen buses from Central New York?

Karen: Naw, I can’t remember how many we brought from Syracuse but it was a lot.  

I think we may have had 13 from Syracuse.

Ed: Organized by the Syracuse Peace Council?

Karen: Yes

Ed: Were you part of that organizing?

Karen: No, just paid for my ticket.

Ed: So the Peace Council is very active against the Iraq war, do you see the Peace Council

 having any particular successes, whether it be about anti war or other dimensions?

Karen: I think that it’s a success to keep a debate in the local press, and so every

 time we get media coverage I think that is successful, every time someone drives

 by a demonstration or a lawn sign and looks at it, to keep the anti war movement

 in the public perception I think  is a success because it’s too simple

 to believe that everyone’s got a yellow ribbon and is for the war and 

that if you aren’t that you’re alone.

Ed: So, you worked on the  Peace newsletter, can you say something about the role of the Peace

Newsletter within the Peace Council and then maybe within the area as well?

Karen: Yeah, I would say the the Peace Newsletter gives the Peace Council, well because the 

Peace Newsletter is the Syracuse Peace Council’s  public voice, that it  gives, it’s a nice focal point because it’s a place where the Peace Council can record and then archive what  its doing and also to reach many  people who wouldn’t be at a demonstration, who wouldn’t know about a emonstration until months afterwards because it has such wide distribution .  So I think its you know, the newsletter and the responsibility to get it out is helpful and keeping the Peace Council active and focused and moving forward.

Ed: Do you see as part of an identity, as part of the community’s

Karen: Absolutely, yeah.

Ed: perception of the Peace Council?

Karen: It‘s like a spine I think, for me. 

Ed: Are you any different because you were involved in the Peace Council?  How has the Peace

 Council effected you?

Karen: Well the Peace Council had an enormous, major effect on me.  When I came to Syracuse

I planned to go back and complete graduate work and I was going to work in the realms of representations of children in adult novels and movies.  Because of my ongoing interaction with the Peace Council I felt more and more that I had to bring my activism into my professional life.  I completely changed my career so that my doctorate is in American Literature and Cultural Studies and my specialty is representations of war.  I’ve studied war films, war toys and war video  games so it completely changed me as a professional. 

Ed: You have a  PHD from Syracuse University?

Karen: Yes

Ed: So you‘ve been with the Peace Council for years, has that led to any disappointments

 with the Peace Council?

Karen: It‘s always disappointing to see the Peace Council go through financial and energy lulls because militarism never goes through a lull in the United States.  It’s disappointing when its difficult to rally the anti war sentiment in  a community.  The current war has made the lull end and certainly  has turned up  interest and energy in the community and is good you wish you didn’t have to have a war to get people active and speaking against militarism.  But when there isn’t a war on its easier to pay attention to issues of militarism around the world.  That’s a general probably  disappointment with the Peace movement in general, not just the Syracuse Peace Council.  No, I  don’t think I’ve had any particular disappointments other than  your average, run of the mill, organizational difficulties.

Ed: Would you care to comment on some of those difficulties?  What lessons might be learned

about how SPC, the Syracuse the Peace Council operates and interacts?

Karen: I think the lesson that we have to continually learn is that the forceful, and I don‘t use this word lightly, penetration of militarist thinking and dominant ideological thought of American power and that that when we choose up sides and these are the good people and these are the bad people that we get  problems within an organization and within the culture of that which we are working in, and so if there is, if we identify bad people or troublesome people within our own organization and communication breaks down, that we, we are prone to the very problems we are

addressing and the more we’re self reflective about the way we’re prone to the very same logical patterns and conflict patterns the more I think we’ll be able to interrupt them immediately. 

Ed: You’ve gotten involved with the Peace Council.  Do you think its important that 

other people get involved with issues the Peace Council is active in?

Karen: I think it’s, it’s crucial for citizens to be active in their communities and the Syracuse Peace Council is a friendly, open, welcoming, site to begin that kind of engagement civically.  And I think it’s a duty and a responsibility that everyone should do something.  It doesn’t have to be large, it would be nice if it were larger than writing a check, but showing up and lending  your voice in some way. 

Ed: Karen, the Peace Council has been around since the 1930s, and we’ve seen lots of organizations come and go over those decades but the Peace Council somehow maintains

continuity.  Any idea what the factors are that led the Peace Council to exist and persist over the years?

Karen: I believe that the Peace Council’s longevity is absolutely tied up in the fact that the Peace Council understands that war and militarism have widely chained causes and contributing factors, so that poverty is a peace issue, racism is a peace issue, sexism is a peace issue, environmentalism Peace Council is able to ride those waves and that energy and intellectual background into the Peace movement.

Ed: Do you see anything unique about the SPC?

Karen: I think that the Peace Council is unique because it has lasted so long, because it does have such a unique history, has deep community roots, and brings people in Syracuse and the Central New York region together whom otherwise would probably never meet.

Ed: Have you seen SPC change over the years?

Karen: I think I’ve been fortunate to see the Peace Council go through a growth period from having one staff person to experimenting with a number of staff people which, unfortunately, I think unfortunately we couldn’t afford to do, to now being back to 3 part time staff people and the more paid staff positions we have, the more programming we are able to do, the more we are able to do, to sustain a number of different events that bring in more people, and I have seen the Peace Council take or increase its depth structurally, so I kind of  joked about passing a policy for the personnel committee, but the kind of stability that policy and support of staff people and volunteers brings I think will solidify the continuity of the Peace Council for decades to come.

Ed: Do you see the Peace Council changing  in terms of analysis or ideology?

Karen: For me the Peace Council has very consistently been a multi-issue complex thinking 

organization so I have not witnessed that change because it already was where I 

think it should have been when I joined it.

Ed: And do you see yourself continuing?

Karen: Absolutely, yes.

Ed: What would you say to someone that claims that being an activist doesn’t make any difference?

Karen: I would ask that person well, I, if someone said to me that they felt that activism didn’t make a difference, I would encourage them to think about differences that occur on local as well as global levels.  That although I will not stop the war in Iraq, nor will I stop, change the military budget of the United States I make changes on an individual level and that cascades outwards, you never know what your voice today will do a number of years from now.  My involvement in the

Peace Council changed my academic career and this semester I’m, ya know, interacting with 90 students.  Their lives will be changed because of the perspectives that I bring to my classes.  What those 90 people will do I am happy to say I don‘t know but I’m sure it’ll be positive things and I know that some of the things I have taught them about militarism and about the United States global impact will affect their lives and that’s change.

Ed: Now to wrap this up, we have this Peace Council statement of purpose.  Would you be willing

to read that out loud?
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