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Rae: Can you tell us your name? Where you were born and raised? And if you can recall, because it is sometimes not easy, when you first got involved with the Peace Council?

Mardea: My name is Mardea Warner. I was born and raised in Liberia, West Africa. I went to high school in Texas, college in Oklahoma. And now I’m living here in Syracuse. Actually, I moved to Syracuse in 1987. And we had a conversation earlier about the fact that I have no recollection of when I got involved with the Peace Council. But definitely it was during the Plowshares years at Southwest Community Center, right here in the neighborhood. So we are looking at maybe 13 years ago, maybe 15 years ago. Got involved with first attending those, and then being a vendor, and then eventually joining the Plowshares Committee.  

Rae: So it sounds as if Plowshares was the vehicle, or the means, by which you got connected to Peace Council? 

Mardea: Absolutely, absolutely. 

Rae: When that first happened did you have any preconceived notions about what the Peace Council was all about? 

Mardea: The peaceniks? [laughing] I have to say that growing up in Liberia my parents were involved in political, and the religious, the educational life of Liberia, which so often in “third world countries” involves missionaries, or Peace Corps folk who are usually of European descent.  And so growing up I was surrounded by people from other countries. So the idea of finding like minded people, color was never a barrier. And so to find a group a people who were producing, or making art, or were at least facilitating the production of that art and getting the word out about different areas of the world that generally do not get heard in the mass media. I think that was very attractive. 

Rae: The involvement has primarily been through Plowshares.

Mardea: Yes.

Rae: Can you talk about that a little bit?

Mardea: Well, my calendar is full. Completely full. For those who know me, I’m involved in so many other organizations. I co-coordinate the Beyond Boundaries, I’m now going to work with the Pan African village at the New York State Fair; I do several after school programs and all of this while taking into consideration that I do have a forty hour a week job that I have to show up to occasionally. So it is really about taking a look at my plate and where I can plug in effectively. I like to say that any organization is made up of a group of worker bees and idea people and I find that depending on the situation I can flow into both areas, but I definitely enjoy being a worker bee. 

Rae: Do you have some sense of a high point of your connection with the Peace Council the years you’ve been connected? 

Mardea: I have to say that there is a point in Plowshares preparation between going to take a look at the space just to remind ourselves of just this is the space we are working with, to the moment when walking into the gym when Lanny has completed his grand design and the transformation of that space. It always gives me chills. And the fact that this is a major fundraiser for the Peace Council is like icing on the cake. 

Rae: Has the involvement with the peace council or with the involvement with the peace council effected you?

Mardea: I think definitely having access to news other then your regular mass media. It is so easy to just sit in front of the television and just look at the alphabet soup of what is out there. And that is just a fraction of the news. And so you try to keep up with a little NPR. But definitely locally the peace council has been really effective in getting the word out and getting some of these other stories out.

Rae: Have there been any disappointments connected with your work with the peace council? 

Mardea: I have to say that I’m always, and this is for any organization that I work with, I’m always concerned about the color distribution. I think that for any given city and any given group of people that there probably should be a smattering of the colors that are represented, the cultures that are represented, in that area. So I think having more people in the city of Syracuse kind of taking a look at the issues in the city of Syracuse and those people involved in the peace council - I think that that could definitely be a thing that I would like to see - more neighborhood folks involved in the peace council. And not just on a, “oh look it is this issue,” because it is like a stone being thrown in a pond. You may not get the first wave but eventually it is going to get to your shore and it is about people thinking in that kind of way about all issues really. So it is not just about the fact that we’ve got a young person whose got his face shot off at the local Wilson Farms, but it is also of some concern about the fact that our tax dollars are going to support terrorists in other countries. So it is about, and it is hard, it’s hard to say how do we rope in people to get excited about an idea, interested in an idea enough to take time off from their daily lives of working X number of jobs, making sure they are feeding the kids, that kind of thing, to also say, you know, this is also important to me. So it is a hard job and I have no answers. Other than a lifetime of figuring out how to do that and trying different things. 

Rae: You are raising very meaningful questions reminding me again of the conversation we had at the peace council - you know cyclical fashion. I think for a number of events and occasions you and a couple of other people have been our token people of color. And I think we have not figured out how to begin to broach yet alone answer the question you’re asking, “How can the peace council become relevant?” We are talking about whether there has been extensive disappointment with the peace council.

Mardea: Right, right, and what I was talking about was that I usually do a color sweep. And actually living, and I talk about this in the diversity trainings that I do, that living in the US has now conditioned me to do color sort sweeps, what I call color sweeps. And any time I watch a television show, anytime, and last night I confess I watched the Golden Globe Awards, and either there aren’t any movies with African American, or Native Americans, or people of Asian descent or they are not getting these scripts. So there is always this kind of processing and so the same thing happens with any organization that I am involved with and I’m like, so why aren’t there more people of this or that descent involved in this group? And what does that mean for the council? One of the things we had talked about was that how do you and without seeming patronizing or we are here to save the day because we know more and know that this is the right way to do this. How do we get folks to understand that what affects these people all the way over here also affects you? And the things that happen in your neighborhood are all connected. And it is hard, and it is a big problem, and it’s easy for folks to sit around in various roles to ask “How are we gonna do this thing?” And so how do we get from the “How are we going to do this thing?” to actually doing it. And being present at neighborhood events and that kind of thing.  I have no idea if I answered the question. 

Rae: It does, it does. This is just terrific. It is very provocative. This is one of the reasons I’m very good at giving interviews. I think this is a piece of the SPC puzzle that was not getting an airing let alone a full airing. There is a certain amount of self-satisfaction in the work that we do. Why do you continue to stay involved with the peace council?

Mardea: I think it is important. I think that second voice is important.

Rae:  And why is it important for other people to get involved?

Mardea: Well, for that very reason, we now give up the stone in the water. It’s that folks need to realize and this is just across the board, everyone needs to realize that we’re all interconnected and where you don’t think it’s going to affect you immediately it will eventually. And there’s strength in numbers. I truly believe in the groundswell of the grassroots agitation. And how effective that is to take a look at how we change things. 

Rae: Why do you think the peace council has been able to last so long? We’re just about to celebrate birthday number 70.

Mardea: I know.  It is amazing.

Rae: Compared to so many other organizations well intentioned that have come and gone. 

Mardea: I think part of the success has been the peace council’s ability to rally young people. It’s all fine and well to have the fifty and sixty year olds agitating, you know, the former kind of peaceniks and all of that stuff, but you know how long an organization lives really means that, “who are you educating now?” and who is getting involved. And definitely it’s always great to see young people out there doing stuff. Whether they are working at Plowshares events or helping to organize rallies, protests, or helping with the camera work. That’s always encouraging.

Rae: Is there anything unique about the peace council?

Mardea: I don’t have any familiarity with other organizations like this in other cities. I went to college in Oklahoma City and I definitely don’t think there is a peace council-ish kind of organization there. So I think it is the same way I feel about the Syracuse Community Choir. That it may be that this is the area that this is developed and I think it is interesting that this area has also been home to the women’s movement, the anti-slavery movement, and at one time this was the hotbed of agitation. I’m sure causing the federal government all sorts of drama and concern. I just see this as an extension of that kind of spirit. 

Rae: Has there been any examples that you’ve seen the peace council change in the years you’ve of your association with the peace council?

Mardea: That’s a good question.  I think that there has always been a concern to get the news out. At this past plowshares I took the time to look at some photographs. From the ‘70’s and its like “wow, look at so and so they are still involved, and still concerned about the world at home and abroad.” So I think being more visible in kind of the first word media there’s been kind of a steady move in that direction. I think they’ve always been visible, but perhaps in kind of pockets of like minded people and I think especially with what is going on in the Middle East now and the Iraq situation that there has certainly been a real stepping up stepping off our work. 

Rae: Post 9/11?

Mardea: Right, right, right. 

Rae: Speak for a moment, because I don’t want to lose it, another part of your connection to plowshares is through your art. Any sense of the connection to the peace council to that? 

Mardea: Well, I think, and this is coming just from an artist viewpoint, I am an artist. And I think kind of each year seeing what people are doing and definitely there’s definitely a sort of a, “OK, step up your game.” You know, you need to not just lay around thinking, “Oh yeah we’ll do this this year, we’ll be fine, we’ve done this a few years ago,” so definitely kind of stepping that up. It’s always a good push. It’s always a good push. In addition to that the whole kind of holiday shopping borders of insanity. Really. I’m surprised to see that already in the stores Valentines Day stuff is already out and ready to go. And to have a place where you can actually purchase items that are handcrafted, beautifully made, works of art. I think that is an amazing opportunity that you don’t always get. I mean I’ve been to some area shows before it’s been interesting but definitely plowshares is one of a kind. At least for this area, for the Syracuse area anyway. ]

So it’s, I don’t know, I like the idea of getting art into the hands of people who will appreciate it. That’s not to say that if someone is going to buy a piece you’re going to stop them and ask them if they’ll appreciate it. It’s always great to see people in the work and the artist. 

Rae: What would you say to someone who said that being active, in whatever connection, doesn’t make any difference?

Mardea: I would say that anyone who watches the news whether it is first voice, second voice, third voice, should understand that for those who sit by in silence there are others willing to step up and make those decisions for you. And very often it’s too late that you realize that piece. So for those folks who say it doesn’t really matter and then a few years down the road there were things put into place by this board that you did not vote for that now you are suddenly in a state about. “Well I don’t believe it. They did this,” well you weren’t part of the decision making at getting these people in. At one level it really doesn’t matter what party you vote for. I’m always about who’s going to do by me. Do we know this person? Do we know their record? Do we have a sense of what we are going to do? And that really the vote is the only method of control. Because people aren’t voted in for a lifetime. And so someone does not do good by you can get them out by voting for someone else. Again if you don’t step up to say “this is what I believe in, this is what I want to fight for” other people will take your place and you may not be in agreement with these other people. And so it is important to be part of the process

Rae: Is there anything else you’d like to say about your connection with the peace council? Your observations about areas needing improving, or affirmations?

Mardea: Well, this is an affirmation, and this is a direct connection to my plowshare involvement. This year we had, well last year we moved into a new space, and this after being at Southwest for 13 years and kind of a little trauma to leave the familiar, but the number of vendors have increased tremendously. The attendance has increased, and again there is more money for the work of the peace council, which is like, “yeah!” And the fact that we are considering a waiting list is pretty amazing. It is phenomenal the amount of work. From the point of seeing an empty building or an empty cafeteria, empty gym to seeing it filled with all these people. That’s always an amazing point in my year. So there is always that, “yeah!” we’ve done a pretty cool job. 

And the concern would be about the peace council and “the other.” But we make sure the focus of our lens is not always out there. Because the way to connect to people is that you also do the focus inward and within our own communities and what is happening you know down the street is of some concern as well as what is happening in Guatemala. 

Rae: I like your image, I like your metaphors in that. And now I ask whether you would be willing to read the peace council statement of purpose. 

Mardea: Absolutely.

Rae: In your beautiful voice. It’s takes a minute.

Mardea: The Syracuse peace council, founded in 1936 is an anti-war social justice organization. It is community-based, autonomous and funded by the contributions of its supporters the SPC educates, agitates, and organizes for a world where war, violence and exploitation in any form will no longer exist. It challenges the existing unjust power relationships among nations, among people and between ourselves and the environment. As members, we work to replace inequality, hierarchy, domination and powerlessness with mutual respect, personal empowerment, cooperation and a sense of community.

