
Regional Oral History Office University of California 
The Bancroft Library  Berkeley, California 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Michael Lerner 
Free Speech Movement Oral History Project  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Interviews conducted by 
Lisa Rubens 

in 1999 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © 2014 by The Regents of the University of California 



Since 1954 the Regional Oral History Office has been interviewing leading participants in or 
well-placed witnesses to major events in the development of Northern California, the West, and 
the nation. Oral History is a method of collecting historical information through tape-recorded 
interviews between a narrator with firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a 
well-informed interviewer, with the goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical 
record. The tape recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed 
by the interviewee. The corrected manuscript is bound with photographs and illustrative 
materials and placed in The Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in 
other research collections for scholarly use. Because it is primary material, oral history is not 
intended to present the final, verified, or complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, 
offered by the interviewee in response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply 
involved, and irreplaceable. 

 

**************************************** 

 

All uses of this manuscript are covered by a legal agreement between The 
Regents of the University of California and Michael Lerner dated February 20, 
2003. The manuscript is thereby made available for research purposes. All literary 
rights in the manuscript, including the right to publish, are reserved to The 
Bancroft Library of the University of California, Berkeley. Excerpts up to 1000 
words from this interview may be quoted for publication without seeking 
permission as long as the use is non-commercial and properly cited. 

Requests for permission to quote for publication should be addressed to The 
Bancroft Library, Head of Public Services, Mail Code 6000, University of 
California, Berkeley, 94720-6000, and should follow instructions available online 
at http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/collections/cite.html  

It is recommended that this oral history be cited as follows: 

Michael Lerner “Free Speech Movement Oral History Project: Michael 
Lerner” conducted by Lisa Rubens in 1999, Regional Oral History Office, 
The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, 2014. 

  



Table of Contents – Michael Lerner 

Tape 1  

Coming to UC Berkeley as a philosophy graduate student, interest in rabbinical studies 
— getting involved in free speech activism, the car — connection to the Democratic 
Party, attending the ’64 Democratic Convention — the scene around the police car on 
Sproul Plaza — forming Students Against Nazi Amnesty — getting involved with the 
Executive Committee of the Free Speech Movement — FSM leadership — on 
Jewishness in the movement — the Free Speech Movement alternative, December 2nd 
sit-in — Hanukkah in Sproul Hall — violent arrests at the Sproul Hall Sit In — taking on 
more leadership in the Free Speech Movement, Steve Weissman’s role — rallying for a 
student strike — FBI and the Free Speech Movement  

 

 



1 

INTERVIEW WITH MICHAEL LERNER 

 

Interview 1: August 16, 1999  

Tape 1 

Rubens: We're talking about the events of 1964. And Michael, I’d like to start with 
how you got to Berkeley. 

Lerner: Near thirty-five years ago. I came to Berkeley as a graduate student in 
1964. I had no idea of Berkeley as a political center or an activist center of 
any sort. I came here because I had been given a good economic package 
by the university. After--and trying to consider other options--I had 
declined Stanford's graduate school because my parents were telling me 
that it was the Harvard of the West, and I didn't want any more Ivy League 
schools after four years at Columbia. I had done my Ivy League 
experience and I wanted something a little freer. Actually, I expected 
when I came to Berkeley that I was going to be only here for a year and 
return to rabbinical school. 

Rubens: Return to it? Had you been in rabbinical school? 

Lerner: No--well, I'd been at this Jewish graduate seminar for the past several 
years and I expected to go back as a rabbinical student. I had been 
accepted in the rabbinical school and was supposed to start in September 
of '64, and instead decided to take a year to figure out whether I really 
wanted to go to rabbinical school. I thought I could use a little bit of 
relaxation after the four intense years of study at Columbia. And 
California sounded like a place with beaches and lots of sun. Imagine my 
surprise when I found that Berkeley was not Santa Barbara. Or San Diego, 
really, is what I had envisioned: Southern California with beaches. And 
instead it was raining here. 

Rubens: And why Berkeley? Was it the philosophy department, particularly? 

Lerner: The philosophy department was, at that time, rated the number one 
philosophy department in the country. And I was a philosopher. I figured 
that I was going to, when I went back to graduate school--I would have 
gone back to rabbinical school but I would also simultaneously continue 
my graduate studies at Columbia. 

Rubens: Was there any one professor particularly who drew you? 

Lerner: No. 
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Rubens: And did Abraham Heschel [an important Rabbi and teacher at Hebrew 
Theological Seminary] particularly-- 

Lerner: Heschel arranged for me to get teaching jobs in nearby synagogues so that 
I would be able to support myself here. And the university gave me a 
waiver of tuition-- 

Rubens: Because it was out of state tuition, meaning at high cost? 

Lerner: It was out of state tuition and so the package, the financial situation, 
looked good. And as I say, I didn't know Berkeley from a hole in the wall. 
I'd never been west of Chicago.  

 When I first arrived here, I knew nobody in Berkeley. So I came here 
blind and it was quite an experience to get onto the campus. 

Rubens: Where did you live? 

Lerner: I first lived down on Hearst near Martin Luther King. I guess it wasn't 
Martin Luther King then; it was Grove Street. 

 And so I came as somebody would come from Columbia, wearing my tie 
and jacket onto the campus. And the first few days of school, I noticed that 
there was some agitation happening around some political issues that were 
concerning the students. But I didn't think of myself exactly as somebody 
who would be involved in anything connected to student activity because I 
was a graduate student and I wasn't here that long. I was only going to be 
here for a year, so this didn't seem to have any connection to me. So I 
didn't actually get too connected to-- 

Rubens: Didn't pay close attention to-- 

Lerner: No, I didn't pay close attention. I just thought student politics, that never 
interested me as an undergraduate, and it certainly wasn't going to interest 
me as a graduate student. I was here to learn as much philosophy as 
possible and to have as much fun, and play as much as possible. It didn't 
occur to me that there would be any connection to politics. That changed 
only with the setting up of the table on Sproul Plaza by Jack Weinberg and 
people sitting down around the car. 

Rubens: You came from somewhere and noticed that this was happening? 

Lerner: Right. I was walking out of my class or classes at the graduate school--the 
philosophy department--and walked across the campus. There was this 
thing happening, and I stopped and started to listen. And as I listened, it 
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became clear to me that the students were entirely right and that what was 
happening was really “nutso,” crazy. I couldn't understand why the 
university would be doing such a stupid thing. So I was glad that the 
students were doing what they were doing; I identified with them. I stayed 
for about an hour to listen to Mario and other people who were on top of 
the car and then walked off and thought, "That's a good thing. I'm glad 
they're doing that," and didn't feel particularly connected, however, to it. 

Rubens: Or “jazzed” in the kind of social sense. Did you ever see anything that 
large? 

Lerner: I'd been at the March on Washington in 1963, so I felt identified with the 
Civil Rights movement. I thought that it was very important for people 
who were religious--specifically Jewishly religious--to be identified with 
the Civil Rights movement and generally with a critique of American 
society. I'd watched, in the newspapers and the New York Times in my 
senior year at Columbia, the emerging of the war in Vietnam and always 
thought, "Well, this looks like another crazy thing." 

 I was a liberal. I was a left liberal. I was critical of American society. It 
never occurred to me that anybody could do anything about it. But one 
could be distant from it and have an internal critique. 

Rubens: Would you say you had a certain faith, or at least hope in the democratic 
process? Your parents were involved in the Democratic Party. 

Lerner: Well, yes. But I had just been at the Democratic Convention in '64 and I 
had--. My mother was a delegate and so when I was there, I realized that 
Lyndon Johnson had--I guess it was Humphrey who delivered the 
message--had made some deal with the Mississippi conservatives to 
exclude the Freedom Democratic Party or whatever it was called, the 
black delegation that-- 

Rubens: --that challenged the all-white delegation to the National Democratic Party 
convention. 

Lerner: Yes. And I was very disgusted with that action and thought how could--
you know, here was this guy who had been supposedly the big liberal 
hope. Everybody was saying how wonderful it was that he had been 
chosen to be the vice president, but I had watched him participate in this 
selling out of the interests of black people right there, so I wasn't really--. 
Intellectually I wasn't thinking, "Oh, yes, the Democratic Party is my 
direction or salvation." 
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 I had lots of previous experience with Democratic Party because my 
parents were leaders in the Democratic Party. And I had already been 
pretty disillusioned with that starting from 1959 when I was getting to 
know Lyndon Banes Johnson before he was president, and through 
Harrison Williams who was the U.S. Senator for New Jersey and who was 
my mother's--. My mother worked for him as the political consultant 
administrative assistant in charge of politics. 

Rubens: So you were literally at the convention, though, in '64? 

Lerner: In '64 I was there, yes. It was in Atlantic City. I mean, I was physically 
there. My mother was a delegate. 

Rubens: Did you know people who were part of Mississippi Summer? 

Lerner: I went to hear them speak that summer. I mean, I was there on the 
boardwalk at the rally. I agreed with them; I identified completely with the 
Civil Rights movement. 

Rubens: And so that was part of the glue that bound people together. 

Lerner: Right. I did not have personal connections with these people. It never 
occurred to me to be a political actor. I was a political critic on the side. 

Rubens: A thinker? 

Lerner: A thinker. And I shared the assumptions. 

Rubens: Right. So it was only later that day--back to October 2nd and sitting around 
the car-- 

Lerner: Yes, the car. I had a date later that night and happened to walk across the 
campus around nine-thirty, ten o'clock and at that time there they were still 
sitting around the car. And at this point I looked at the scene and the scene 
had changed considerably because now the demonstrators were 
surrounded by several hundred angry counter-demonstrators. 

Rubens: Fraternity guys? 

Lerner: Fraternity, at first--. Actually, maybe when I first arrived they hadn't yet 
arrived, but when I--I was standing there listening and these fraternity 
boys arrived and they were hostile and they were chanting all kinds of 
negative things at the demonstrators. Some of them were throwing beer 
bottles at the demonstrators. It was a scene in which--first of all, my date 
wanted to leave and I said, "Fine, go home. I'm staying." And secondly it 
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was a scene in which suddenly it appeared to me that these demonstrators 
were under assault from these really crazy people who were saying, "Give 
us our car," meaning that the car is theirs because they're identifying with 
the police. And the scene just conjured up immediately-- 

Rubens: Do you remember those words, "Give us our car?" 

Lerner: Yes. It was, "Give us back our car." 

Rubens: Yes, not the car! [laughs] 

Lerner: Right. And it was a scene that just immediately looked to me like here 
were the Nazis and here were the Jews. It was not a scene that I could be 
distant from. It seemed to me that if you were sitting down, you would 
have to perceive anybody standing up as part of this hostile mess, so it 
seemed to me as if it were some game: you were either on one side or the 
other and so I sat down. 

Rubens: So no one you knew particularly-- 

Lerner: I didn't know a soul. 

Rubens: No one from your classes--you had only been there two or three weeks. 

Lerner: Right. I mean, I may have known some of the people who were sitting 
down, but I didn't recognize them right at the time. 

Rubens: It was a lone act. 

Lerner: I was really alone. So I sat down. It seemed to me that this was a critical 
transformative moment for me because I was no longer an observer 
watching two sides, I had to pick. I felt like I had to pick a side. And I was 
clearly on the side of the demonstrators and so I sat down and remained 
there until the resolution several hours later. 

 But in that, I began to feel more and more a part of that group and so 
shortly thereafter, since they had announced the meeting of independents, 
I went to a meeting for Independents for Free Speech at Hillel. And at the 
meeting of the Independents for Free Speech, they had mentioned that the 
Free Speech Movement was being coordinated by a coordinating 
committee made up of representatives of different campus groups. Well, it 
happened that at that moment I had just formed--maybe in the week after 
all this occurred, I decided to form a group. The group was connected to 
another thing that was happening on the international scene. The German 
government had decided to consider a bill to give former Nazis amnesty, 
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so I formed an organization called Students Against Nazi Amnesty. And 
we then passed that information on the campus and organized a 
demonstration in San Francisco at Union Square, and then also, after 
Union Square, at the German embassy protesting the idea of giving 
amnesty to former Nazis. This is 1964, so we're talking about nineteen 
years after the holocaust. 

Rubens: So let me stop you for two seconds right there. So you're already thinking 
about this. This is taking place as a more important foreground for you--
the events of FSM are a background--and then you conflate the two. 

Lerner: Well, it happened that--. You know, probably being involved in the first 
thing--of the FSM thing--made me feel  like okay, well, maybe I'm 
involved here in some way and maybe I really am a student. 

Rubens: And who are the people that joined in with you when you formed that 
group? Were those your students when you were teaching at synagogues? 

Lerner: No, these were people who--I simply put up signs at Hillel. And some of 
them were people whom I taught Hebrew school with at Temple Beth 
Abraham in Oakland. Some of them were people connected to the youth 
group that I was leading on the United Synagogue Youth that was at 
Temple Ner Tamid in San Francisco. 

Rubens: How did you get to that, briefly--United Synagogue Youth? Just another 
one of the-- 

Lerner: This was one of the jobs that Heschel had arranged for me. 

Rubens: Were those very large groups, particularly? 

Lerner: The students were maybe thirty people. 

Rubens: How old are those kids? 

Lerner: They were thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen. 

Rubens: At both Temple Beth Abraham and the Youth-- 

Lerner: Right. 

Rubens: Not college. 

Lerner: No, no. Not college students. At the temple--I mean, here at Beth 
Abraham it was more like eleven, twelve, thirteen. 
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Rubens: You had a few fellow-- 

Lerner: None of them came to these demonstrations. 

Rubens: I was going to ask that later. 

Lerner: Right. 

Rubens: And you had a few fellow Cal students--at least, Steve Maizlish was 
teaching at Beth Abraham, right? 

Lerner: Right. So Students Against Nazi Amnesty was then a group that I had 
organized to do this. And this was the first political activity that I was 
doing here, Students Against Nazi Amnesty. But it occurred to me, after 
hearing this thing about how the Free Speech Movement was set up, that I 
could represent this group and go to become part of the Executive 
Committee, which I did. I went in and became a member of the Executive 
Committee of the Free Speech Movement. 

Rubens: Did you have to be elected to do that, or did you have to stand up and 
present credentials? Do you remember how that happened? 

Lerner: I don't remember. No. 

Rubens: Okay, but you became a member of the United Front, which then 
becomes-- 

Lerner: Well, I didn't know the term united front at the time, but--this was the 
executive committee of the Free Speech Movement. Which was a group of 
like sixty, seventy, eighty people. I mean, I'd been told at times that there 
were 100 people. I don't know. But the meetings--which took place at 
Westminster House on the corner of College and Bancroft--were packed 
full of people and a lot of people had political agendas that I had no 
knowledge of or understanding of. I was there basically as somebody who 
did have some small little group that I represented and that was interested 
in the free speech issues--because we, too, were engaged in organizing on 
campus for off campus political activity. In our case it wasn't the Civil 
Rights movement--it was against Nazis, but it was on campus organizing 
for off-campus activity. 

Rubens: How many people roughly would you say joined your group in those early 
days? 

Lerner: My group? Maybe forty or fifty. 
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Rubens: That many! And would you say there was a balance of graduates and 
undergraduates? 

Lerner: It was mostly undergraduates. 

Rubens: And what about, from observation, the men to women ratio? 

Lerner: It was about half and half. 

Rubens: Was there ever a list of who the people were? 

Lerner: There was a list. I don't have it. 

Rubens: All right. So you were representing this group. 

Lerner: Yes, we had a mailing list and this was real. 

Rubens: Oh, was this operating out of your house? 

Lerner: No, it was operating out of Hillel. Hillel had given us some space to do 
this. 

Rubens: Okay. And do you remember, just in those early days, that you were 
accepted, that there was room for you to speak? 

Lerner: In the Free Speech Movement? 

Rubens: Yes. 

Lerner: No. I didn't feel that at all. I felt like in those meetings of the executive 
committee, that they were dominated by people who knew what was 
happening and that I was basically a spectator. But I was happy to be a 
spectator because it looked like what people were talking about was 
something that was interesting and important, and I basically was on the 
side of this movement. The movement included people who were much 
further away from its central politics than me. It included somebody from 
Campus Republicans and--but I was basically there feeling like I identified 
with this group, but that I wasn't really part of it even though I was now 
part of its so-called official leadership. 

 It was also obvious that this group that I was part of wasn't the real 
leadership because there was a steering committee and the Steering 
Committee was made up of ten or twelve of the most articulate people. 
And those Steering Committee people came in with their agenda and 
basically told the rest of us what was happening and what we should be 



9 

doing. And although we went through a process of debating and voting, it 
was pretty clear that they were going to get their way. 

Rubens: Say something more about that now--what did that mean that you were a 
spectator, that people seemed to be much more clear about what was going 
on? What was going on? What was their agenda? What was their capacity 
to engage the respect and the support of people like you who are savvy 
and yet-- 

Lerner: Well, I wasn't savvy. I didn't know politics in this sense. I didn't know 
campus politics and I was learning from the people. 

Rubens: And you had your own agenda? 

Lerner: I didn't have an agenda for the Free Speech Movement. I had my own 
political stuff around Nazi amnesty, but I was slowly being drawn into this 
by virtue of--not so much by what anybody was doing or saying there as 
by the stupidity of the administration and the outrages that they engaged 
in. 

 But there was one thing that happened in that early period that made a 
huge impact on my consciousness, and I don't recall exactly the date that it 
happened, but I think it was sometime in October. It may have been in 
November. That was when there was an action to suspend some students 
for milling in or whatever it was at Sproul Hall. A whole huge number of 
people turned in their registration cards and said, "We demand to be 
suspended also if you're suspending these people." 

 Now I had never seen anything like this in my life, although I'd read about 
this kind of spirit in the Civil Rights movement. But basically I was there 
as a member of the elite of American society, on my way to my career. 
And most of the people I'd ever met in the elite of American society were 
out to make it for themselves and get as much as they could for themselves 
and they were always protecting their backside and making sure that 
nobody was taking advantage of them and looking after “number one.” So 
this is the first time in my life I'd ever seen a group of people willing to 
actually risk their own personal life. And I'm not just risking the sense of 
well, there's one chance in ten I might get hurt or something, but actually 
turning in their own registration card was saying, "Here, throw me out of 
this school. I'm ready to quit." They had no way of knowing that they 
wouldn't all be suspended. 

 And I certainly didn't know that they weren't all going to be suspended. I 
don't think anybody really knew what was going to happen to them. 
Watching that level of solidarity really changed my whole view of the 



10 

nature of the universe because although I always believed that this is what 
people should do, I never believed the people would do it. So here was a 
moment in history where people were showing incredible solidarity and 
that freed me to go from the abstract beliefs that I had about solidarity to 
concretely feeling like, yes, I should put myself in the midst of this and 
also take risks for what I believed in because these people were willing to 
take risks for what they believed in. 

Rubens: Did you turn in your reg card? 

Lerner: Well, no. I mean, I basically didn't even get that this was happening until it 
had happened. I mean, I had heard about it then at the Executive 
Committee meeting, and I read about it in the newspaper the next day and 
so forth. I didn't even know that I was supposed to do this or that people 
were doing it until it happened. And then they weren't suspended, but 
watching all this was very mind-blowing. 

Rubens: And you then became more identified with that? 

Lerner: I became more identified with this movement and felt more connected to 
it. For example, I started to make sure that I wouldn't miss meetings, 
because up to that point it wasn't something that I thought, “Oh, I've got to 
be at every meeting and find out what's really going on.” It was more like, 
oh, well, this is a nice thing to check out. And so I changed my 
relationship to it very much once that happened. 

 I decided to go to the meetings and pay attention to the meetings and read 
the leaflets. And the leaflets that happened every day were extremely 
clever. They were written by people who spoke in a clear, non-ideological 
language. They conveyed exactly the facts of what had been going on and 
they also analyzed how outrageous the moves were on the part of the 
administration. They didn't seem to me to be coming from any fixed 
ideological position; they seemed to be speaking to common sense liberal 
values that everybody would be reasonably expected to hold. And so 
learning about that from the leaflets was another level of my changing my 
own mind, even though supposedly, this was coming from me as one of 
the members of this Executive Committee. Of course I had no influence 
whatsoever of the contents of the leaflets. They were always drafted late at 
night after the Executive Committee's work was done and they always said 
things that nobody had said in the meetings. 

Rubens: Did they really? 

Lerner: Yes, they always said things that were more together and more coherent 
than anything that had been said at the meetings. 
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Rubens: Were you aware of who was writing them? 

Lerner: No. 

Rubens: Did you want to meet them? 

Lerner: No, I knew that it was Steve Weissman and Mario [Savio] and Bettina 
[Aptheker] and a few--you know, Jack Weinberg and a few other people. I 
listened to them at the meetings and I thought they were all smart and said 
interesting things. 

Rubens: So you're increasingly aware there's a small group making decisions and 
yet you're not wary or suspicious? 

Lerner: No, I wasn't looking for anything. I wasn't looking for any power or 
influence and I didn't care that other people were making the decisions or 
that there was consolidation of power in a small group of people. 

Rubens: But in fact it seemed to represent if not directly what people were saying, 
at least the spirit and will and the direction it should be going? 

Lerner: Exactly. Exactly. So it was all fine, as far as I was concerned. And in fact, 
I was increasingly impressed by the smarts of some of the people. 

Rubens: Like? 

Lerner: Like particularly Steve Weissman--and to some extent Mario and to some 
extent Jack Weinberg. These people seemed to be very, very smart and 
insightful about what to do. 

Rubens: Did Art Goldberg--did you have a particular identification with or 
impression of him? 

Lerner: No. I mean, I didn't think anything of him-- 

Rubens: This may not be the time when you want to talk about this, but I wondered 
to what extent you were disposed to this group or  had a good feeling by 
one of the first meetings being at Hillel? A lot of these names--three 
Goldbergs, Weissman, Weinberg--the fact that there seemed to be a large 
percentage of Jewish people participating. They were not particularly 
religious. They didn't have, I assume, any interest in your organization 
particularly, but did that color it in a certain sense for you? 
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Lerner: Not for me. It seemed to me that most of these people were as assimilated 
as they could possibly be and that they didn't have an interest in Jewish 
stuff. 

Rubens: Didn't come into your organization-- 

Lerner: No, there was not interest in anything Jewish. It was just like being an 
undergraduate at Columbia. There it was sixty percent Jewish in the 
student body of my class, but nobody cared the slightest bit about their 
Jewishness. They were alienated from their Jewishness and I was alienated 
from them for that reason. So I didn't feel any particular closeness to 
people because they were Jewish. And some of the people who were 
leaders--Mario Savio, Bettina--it turned out she was Jewish, but I didn't 
know it at the time. The figures that I saw didn't feel to me to be 
particularly Jewish. In fact, if anything I thought, "Oh, this is interesting, 
this is definitely a broad cross section group." [laughs] So I wasn't 
thinking of it as very heavily Jewish. 

Rubens: In terms of politics in the department of philosophy, did you have any 
memory of graduate students discussing FSM with professors? Do you 
remember grad students who were on the GCC? 

Lerner: Well, I was at the time studying with Louis Feuer who was the one Jewish 
professor in this department. And he was the leader of the anti-Free 
Speech Movement forces. He was continually warning me about John 
Searle, the other professor in the department who was the leader of the 
pro-Free Speech Movement forces, whom I hadn't yet studied with. I 
started studying with him the next semester. But Feuer, who seemed to me 
to have power and certainly power over me in my first year there, was 
really against the Free Speech Movement, and so I had to watch my step. 

Rubens: Did you feel you had to finesse your -- 

Lerner: I had to finesse my relationship with him a little bit, but-- 

Rubens: Were you aware of any graduate students starting to emerge as 
representatives of pro-- 

Lerner: There were other people in the department that I started to get friendly 
with. David Kolodny, and Ray Barglow. 

Rubens: You didn't know them before? 

Lerner: No. I started to see them at Free Speech Movement events and thought of 
as potentially connected. And there's a guy named David McCullough, 
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who was the representative to an emerging TA union. But since I wasn't a 
teaching assistant that first year, I didn't have that much connection with 
that. 

Rubens: And conversely, were you aware of students who were particularly 
opposed to FSM or who were saying this is disruptive of our studies?  

Lerner: No, I didn't. I didn't meet anybody-- 

Rubens: In Feuer’s classes? Had he successfully warned students to his side? 

Lerner: But he wasn't crusading. He was sort of standing on the side as a wise 
cynic. That's how he posed and positioned himself. 

Rubens: Okay, back to the sequence of events. You were talking before-- 

Lerner: Well, so then came the large march to the Regents meeting. And that was 
another wonderful moment because it took place the day before the Big 
Game [vs Stanford] and there was this rally of people to cheer for the Big 
Game that was taking place at the same time on the steps of the student 
union building. And the rally for the Free Speech Movement was maybe 
five times bigger than the rally for the--. At one point a cheerleader for the 
rally for the Big Game sent a message across the plaza asking for 
permission for everybody to participate in one cheer for the university 
Bears--the football team. And the leaders of the Free Speech Movement 
said, "Yes, fine. We'll do it." So they all did a cheer for the Bears. 

 But it was a symbolic moment of the ending of the 1950s in 1964 because 
the mainstream culture had been suddenly subordinate to and less 
attractive to the masses of students, than the alternative culture. And so it 
was a great moment and I felt it as like, wow, something is really 
happening here. It was wonderful because what the mainstream culture 
represented to me was a form of conformism and intellectual and spiritual 
deadness that I'd never really felt connected to. And this alternative that 
was emerging with the Free Speech Movement seemed to me to be a live, 
hopeful, ethical, spiritual, focus on the kinds of values I could believe in 
and did believe in. 

 And so the march was a great march, and then the result afterwards was a 
disappointment--more than a disappointment. As it turned out, they then 
sent out letters of suspension to various leaders and so by the end of that 
Thanksgiving weekend--I was here, staying at the university, staying here 
in Berkeley, because it was too far to go home for Thanksgiving--at the 
end of that weekend there was an emergency meeting of the leadership of 
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the Free Speech Movement to deal with these suspensions and you know, 
what could be done. And so that set the wheels in motion for the sit-in. 

 And so comes December 2nd, and I was myself very much supportive of 
the confrontation on the one hand, and on the other hand scared to death 
that I'd get involved and ruin my life. And so I actually tried to avoid the 
rally at noon, because I was afraid that I would get sucked in deeper than I 
wanted to be. I went out for a lunch date with somebody and then she 
asked me to explain what the whole issue was and as I started to explain it, 
I got more and more agitated, thinking, "What am I doing sitting here?" So 
I cancelled the date and went back to the rally [laughs] in time to hear 
Mario's speech and decided, well, I'm going in. 

Rubens: You really heard him say that? 

Lerner: Yes. 

Rubens: Do you remember having a particular reaction? 

Lerner: I just thought it was incredible. It reminded me of the moment when I had 
sat down at the police car. It reminded me that there wasn't a possibility of 
being me and not being part of this. And it just seemed so obvious that if 
all my values, all of my religious training, everything that led me to march 
for civil rights in 1963, everything that Judaism stood for-- 

Rubens: That led you to form this organization against Nazi amnesty. 

Lerner: Right, the Nazis. Yes, so I had to be inside. So I went inside and sat down 
someplace on the second floor and spent the next few hours sort of bored 
to tears because nothing was happening. As I could see there was no 
program or no plan for what we should be doing there. 

Rubens: You were bored, but what was the atmosphere around you? 

Lerner: People were talking to each other, but I didn't know anybody. [laughs] I 
mean, I was completely not knowing; I was not part of some group. And 
maybe, you know, scattered through the different floors were people from 
Students Against Nazi Amnesty and also from the Executive Committee, 
but I didn't feel--I didn't know what was going to happen. You know, we 
were told sit down here, so I sat down. And I was waiting for something to 
happen and nothing was happening. And I started trying to have 
conversations with a few of the people around me, but I didn't get very far. 

Rubens: You hadn't brought your tomes to read? You weren't doing homework? 
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Lerner: I brought something to read, and it was just by chance that I had 
something. I sat there and I read and waited and waited and nothing was 
happening and, you know, people were talking to each other, but I got up 
and walked around a little bit. Basically it looked like everybody was 
having a good time. But I didn't know anybody and I felt somewhat 
isolated and somewhat weird about being in the scene--but also felt like I 
was doing the right thing. 

 But then as it started getting close to dark, I realized that I didn't have--it 
was Hanukkah, and I didn't have my Hanukkah menorah and how was I 
going to light Hanukkah candles? I certainly wasn't going to miss lighting 
Hanukkah candles. And they told me Sproul Hall was going to be locked 
by, I don't know, five o'clock, that the doors might be locked. So I left and 
went home and brought my Hanukkah candles and Hanukkah menorah 
back so that I could at least light Hanukkah lights, if I was going to be 
inside for when it got dark. 

 And I was inside when it got dark and thought, well, there are probably 
people here from Students Against Nazi Amnesty and other Jews. So I 
then approached one of the people on the Steering Committee and asked 
them, how would they feel if I suggested to people that they come to a 
Hanukkah service. And they said, "Great," and so I then went around and 
then some of them went around to different floors and announced that at 
such and such a time--I think it ended up being postponed and postponed 
until finally it was one in the morning--that at one in the morning there 
would be Hanukkah. 

Rubens: On what floor? 

Lerner: It was on the basement floor, actually. And so when I got there for that 
with my Hanukkah candles and the menorah, there were probably about 
150 to 200 people who had come to that celebration. And I then gave an 
impromptu speech about the relationship of Hanukkah and the struggle of 
freedom to the struggle that was going on right now for this kind of 
freedom--both the civil rights freedom and the freedom to struggle for 
civil rights. It was a connection I had already made in my Hebrew school 
to my Hebrew school class the weekend before, so I mean, I'd thought this 
out beforehand. I mean, I had not thought that I was going to give a talk, 
but I'd thought out the issues beforehand. And people were excited by 
what I said. And there was dancing and singing and it went on for about 
half an hour, three quarters of an hour. 

Rubens: Are there people you remember particularly being there? Was Michael 
Rossman there, or Steve Weissman?  
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Lerner: I don't recall which leaders were there. But I know that immediately 
thereafter something changed in my situation: namely everybody thought 
of me as one of the leaders. [laughs] The way that this got manifested 
most immediately--I mean, first of all--by everybody coming up and 
thanking me and like that. And it was being taped by KPFA. I mean, it 
ended up being--there's a little bit of it on the record, the-- 

Rubens: The Christmas carol? 

Lerner: No, the KPFA record for--do you remember that record? 

Rubens: I know we have it. We have everything. But I don't remember it. 

Lerner: Yes. I probably have it someplace. So they put out a record and it said, 
"And a Hanukkah service was held,” and they were singing Hatikva [the 
national anthem of Israel]. You know, two seconds of it on the tape. But 
anyway, shortly thereafter-- 

Rubens: Was there press coverage? 

Lerner: It was just KPFA. Well, that wasn't really--I didn't think of it as press. But 
anyway-- 

Rubens: I never saw a picture of it. Did you ever see a picture of you leading the 
Hanukkah observance? 

Lerner: There was a picture, actually. It was in the paper the next day, I believe. In 
the Berkeley newspaper. Not the UC paper, I think, but I think the 
Berkeley Daily Gazette. 

Rubens: That would be a good picture to have. Okay. And one other--this is so 
silly, but you know, the basement, isn't that where the police were? Was 
that at the opposite end? 

Lerner: It was the other end, yes. The police weren't really massing there. At least 
I didn't see them. 

Rubens: Yes, you were at the north end. 

Lerner: Until two, yes. The north end. So then I went back upstairs, and shortly 
thereafter the police started to come in. I mean, the announcement was 
made to clear the place and that we would be arrested, so I was not 
knowing what to expect next. And at that point, Steve Weissman 
approached me and he had apparently either been at the service or knew of 
it or whatever, but he approached me and said, "Look, there's going to be--
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the arrests are starting now and a few of us need to go outside to tell 
people on the outside what's going on, so will you be one of those 
people?" And I said, sure, I would be one of those people. But that didn't 
happen right then. He said, "Okay, so in about an hour, we're going to go 
out and address people." 

 So then proceeded the arrests and I started to watch a scene that was 
something that I hadn't seen before, which was police dragging 
demonstrators down stairs, with their heads knocking, and twisting arms, 
and assaulting people. And I had read about this in the South, but I had not 
ever seen it first-hand. My father is a judge; my experience with the police 
has always them being extremely deferential to me and to my family. So 
here were police right in front of my eyes, violating every human decency. 

Rubens: Did you say anything? 

Lerner: Well, people were screaming and helping-- 

Rubens: Were people screaming? 

Lerner: Yes! People were screaming and yelling on the one hand and other people 
were trying to sing more loudly peace songs and you know pacifist songs--
just you know to show we were being non-violent in our resistance. 

Rubens: Had you heard people saying, "Now go limp and [don't] respond?" 

Lerner: Oh, absolutely. 

Rubens: Who was instructing? Who had said that? 

Lerner: Somebody came by. I don't know, but the basic point was that it was non-
violent--totally non-violent. People were told over and over again during 
the day to be non-violent and, you know, to take the position of going limp 
and being a non-violent resister. So to see this violence from the police 
was really amazing. 

 And it immediately transferred in my mind to all the scenes of violence I'd 
ever seen in my life and all the hatred I had of violence. And I was just 
completely filled with rage that this was happening, that these people were 
doing this. And that was all the more so when I saw the coverage the next 
day in the newspapers and it didn't indicate any--I mean, there was very 
little that really indicated the level of violence that was being used against 
the demonstrators. So I began immediately to feel that in that situation, not 
only that there was violence there, but that we were being lied about in the 
newspapers. I'd seen that previously also in the headline about forty-nine 
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percent of the demonstrators are Communists, from Clark Kerr. The lies 
about the demonstrators and demonstrations was a very important part of 
making me open more to this movement. 

Rubens: Let's just finish up that night. So at some point you must have been sprung 
to-- 

Lerner: Well, yes. See, what happened was that about an hour later-- 

Rubens: Did you have any idea of the police having a pattern of who they were 
arresting, or did they start at the top floor? 

Lerner: That's what I thought they were doing--floor by floor. I didn't think it was 
selective. They were going to take everybody. So I was waiting to get 
arrested. And I knew that there was the option--I hadn't yet decided to just 
stand up and walk out, and get arrested that way, rather than get my head 
knocked against the ground. I hadn't decided what to do about that yet. But 
meanwhile, Weissman popped up again and said, "Okay, now we're going 
out." And we climbed out the second story window of Sproul Hall and 
down some--I think it was a rope ladder or something like that that I was 
holding onto. I had done this in high school climbing up these ropes-- 

Rubens: In gym class? 

Lerner: Yes. In gym you had to--yes, but anyway, going down was easier than 
going up as long as you knew not to slide. Right. So I went down this 
rope. It wasn't a real ladder, it was a rope. Outside there were several 
thousand students already assembled and so I spoke about what had been 
going on inside and a little bit about the Hanukkah service.  

 Then Weissman and I started to try to go back inside and we couldn't get 
in. For whatever reason the rope had been taken off and so we were trying 
to get in through the door, through the front door. And the front door was 
blocked by police now. 

 I stood there for a while trying to assess the situation and realized that if I 
could dart while they were not--you know, that I could probably make it 
back in, but I decided, well, I was not really that dedicated to getting 
arrested here. [laughs] I'm doing something good on the outside, so I didn't 
go back in. And I think it was partly I was just chicken and afraid of what 
was happening and partly I was playing some role of value on the outside.  

 So I decided, okay, I'm not going to do something which is an additional 
level of--potentially an additional level of offense. I didn't know what that 
might be, but you know, running against the police to get back into this 
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thing--and so I stayed outside with Weissman. And I don't know whether 
he ever got back inside to get arrested later, but in any event I was then in 
this position of being considered one of the main leaders all of a sudden 
because I had been a leader inside. I had been inside, I was now being 
deputized to be a main person coordinating the rally, and I mean, who was 
I? But there I was. It was happening. 

 And so all that morning Weissman and I were coordinating this rally--and 
not just Weissman and I, but somebody else. I don't remember. So there 
were a group of people. But I was one of the main ones sort of 
coordinating the rally. And at noon spoke to this huge gathering in which I 
gave, you know, a substantial talk of maybe ten, fifteen minutes about the 
whole phenomenon--some of which I'd said before, but some of which 
was brand new. And this was to a crowd of 10,000 people. 

Rubens: How did you know--one of the things you must have been doing is 
communicating what was happening to these people who had now been 
taken off to Santa Rita. Do you remember how you got information about 
what was happening after they were pulled out of-- 

Lerner: Well, while they were inside, we were just  yelling back and forth. 

Rubens: But once it's cleared and once they've gone to Santa Rita? 

Lerner: How did we know what was happening in Santa Rita? 

Rubens: Yes, I was wondering when the first ones came back. 

Lerner: They were back sometime around one that day. Somebody showed up--my 
perception was that it was Mike Smith, that he was the first one who had 
been released, but I'm not sure that that was true. 

Rubens: All right, so you don't have particular news coming in to you about what's 
going on down at Santa Rita? 

Lerner: No, we were talking mostly about the bust and the need to have a strike. 
We were calling for a student strike and trying to convince people to 
strike. 

Rubens: And how was that call being formulated? Who was brainstorming that this 
is what we have to do? 

Lerner: The only person that I remember was Weissman and as far as I know, the 
decision for a student strike had already been taken by the leadership 
inside. It seemed like a great idea and half--you know, not half, but at least 
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a third of the student body was already there at the rally, and so what else 
were we to do? And the idea of students striking had been something that 
had been mentioned before at a meeting of graduate students. So that idea 
had been floating around and now suddenly it was being implemented. 

Rubens: So was there a kind of a revolutionary elan? I mean, was there just this 
high, or was there also fear? How would you--speak about just the tenor of 
things at that rally. And did you see Feuer?  

Lerner: I would say that that rally was like a moment of extreme freedom that I 
had never seen before in my life. The rally wasn't just at noon; it was 
going on from six in the morning or five in the morning all through 'til 
noon or one. And everybody who wanted to could get up and speak at 
various points, and there was a sense of just, on the one hand, of anger and 
outrage at what had happened--and the arrests--but there was a tremendous 
sense of self-created freedom. 

Rubens: And power? Was there a sense of-- 

Lerner: Yes. People empowering themselves in a way that I had never 
experienced. It was just totally amazing. And whatever was happening 
was happening totally spontaneously. In other words, this strike might 
have been suggested by people like me, but it was happening right in front 
of our eyes that people were starting to say, "Okay, well, we've got the 
French department organized," and, "We're getting these classes boycotted 
by such and such by three o'clock or by two o'clock this afternoon," "We'll 
have pickets in front of this one." And none of it was organized. It was 
people self-organizing, just one group after another from different 
departments of the university--reporting, "Okay, we're getting this 
together, we're making this happen," and so it was all spontaneous. And it 
showed me the possibilities when people felt really free to create their own 
circumstances and everything that was happening was being self-created 
right there. 

 And there was music and there were little groups of people talking. I 
mean, at various points during this morning, people were not talking 
through the loudspeaker, they were talking in small groups assembled, and 
there were thousands of people engaged in these spontaneous small group 
conversations. 

Rubens: Well, I would imagine also just physically the space. The students are 
occupying the plaza, the police are not hemming you in? 

Lerner: There was no police presence. The police had taken people away and there 
was no police presence there. 
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Rubens: Was there a difference? 

Lerner: Yes, so the plaza felt totally different than it had ever felt because the 
plaza before had been part of this institution that I was going to as a 
student; now it felt like it was ours. And we were running it. We were 
controlling it. And that moment continued for the next many, many days 
as the strike went on. The level of spontaneous activity increased and 
increased and increased and the level of joy and excitement increased and 
increased and increased, so it was an incredible thing to be part of. 

Rubens: Do you remember then having small meetings? By this time are you now-- 

Lerner: Yes, I went to meetings. I mean, I was part of the Executive Committee, 
so I was going to the meetings of groups that were being--and you know, 
we had different responsibilities. I don't remember any of the specifics of 
it. We were trying to strategize how to make this--you know, a lot of the 
focus from the leadership at that point switched to getting the faculty to 
support the strike so that the strike would be totally effective in closing the 
university. 

Rubens: Of course at this point, the faculty sentiment is turned toward the students. 
Larry Levine’s Committee of 200 had tried to persuade the faculty earlier, 
but not successfully.  

Lerner: Yes, that's one level, and that was what the leadership seemed to have as 
their focus. And that seemed fine. 

Rubens: You weren't particularly talking to Feuer? 

Lerner: I was more involved in organizing the picketing for the department 
courses, and I had been given this assignment the day after the--I mean the 
first day of the strike, again by Weissman, who first of all had--. Now I 
was sort of being included in conversations about what we were going to 
do. I was speaking at these rallies. He gave me a weird assignment which 
was that I should--he said that the campus now was crawling with FBI 
agents and police agents and that we needed to pay attention to that, so I 
should develop a strategy for following these people around since I was 
one of the few people wearing a tie and jacket myself, so I looked a little 
straighter than the average. So and then bringing a tape recorder to record 
whatever it was that they were saying or doing and writing down whatever 
they were saying and doing. 

Rubens: They, meaning-- 
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Lerner: People that looked like they were undercover police. Now the undercover 
police and FBI people at that time were not real sophisticated in the ways 
that they presented themselves, so it didn't take very much to be able to 
identify somebody who didn't look like they belonged in the movement. 

Rubens: Well, they certainly knew that fellow from the red squad, or alleged red 
squad at Berkeley police. He was always up on the ledge-- 

Lerner: Yes. But no, there were a lot of other people that were with--so they asked 
me, I mean, to organize a group of people to follow these people around, 
and to have it be known publicly that they were being followed around so-
- 

Rubens: Weissman specifically was asking you? 

Lerner: Yes, Weissman asked me to do that, and I did. 

Rubens: Do you remember anyone you got to do this with you? 

Lerner: I don't remember who the people were, but I announced it at a rally and 
bunches of people came up and said, “Okay, well, we'll do it,” and then 
they gave them assignments, and you know--. [laughter] 

Rubens: By the way, tell me just for one minute your reaction to Clark Kerr who 
said forty-nine percent were-- 

Lerner: Forty-nine percent were Communists. 

Rubens: We know that the Right, for instance Max Rafferty, was pushing Kerr. 
You grew up in a great anti-Communist era--what was your sense of the 
presence of the Communists, the fear of Communism? 

Lerner: Well, there was this woman, Bettina Aptheker, who had identified herself 
as being connected to the Du Bois Club. And the Du Bois Club was 
obviously connected to the Communist Party. But what I learned in these 
few months of being active in the Free Speech Movement, and I learned it 
even more in the few months afterwards as the movement went from there 
to finally becoming the Free Speech Union or Free Student Union was that 
these people who were connected to the Communist Party tended to be the 
most accommodating and least into struggle of any of the people in the 
movement. And the rest of the people in the movement held them in 
contempt for being sell-outs and wimps and not really interested in 
struggle--always trying to find a way to settle. 
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 And I noticed with Bettina that she was constantly playing up to Reggie 
Zelnick and other members of the faculty, wanting to hang out with the 
faculty, wanting to show how connected she was to the faculty, and 
talking about the faculty in these golden terms that made it sound like 
somehow they were the saviors of the universe. And other people also 
noticed that. 

 But I mean, the point was that these Communists--if this was these 
Communists, then they weren't the threat. So the idea that we were being 
manipulated by Communists was ludicrous on its face because every one 
of us that I knew, and certainly myself, was there because of the issues and 
not because of some Communist. And if some Communists happened to 
be involved, well, who cares? They weren't that significant to the whole 
process. Bettina was the one person who was significant and everything 
she always said, as far as I could see, was being voted down because it 
was too moderate. [laughs] 

Rubens: So conversely, also, tell me about your feelings about the FBI. I mean, you 
do say that you were sort of surprised by the assignment. 

Lerner: Right. 

Rubens: Say just a little more about that. 

Lerner: Well, I mean, I knew that the FBI had been playing a non-supportive role 
to the people who were engaged in the Civil Rights movement. The FBI 
had not been in the forefront of defending civil rights, and that was 
because they were in some ways influenced by the dominant racism of the 
society, so I had very little interest or sympathy for the FBI. On the other 
hand, I didn't have a great deal of antagonism towards them either. I didn't 
really know much about them, but-- 

Rubens: Were you a little surprised that they might have been a presence, and 
Weissman's saying, “Hey, keep track of this?” 

Lerner: I thought that--the whole thing was to in some way embarrass people who 
were agents. It wasn't really that we were going to do anything about them 
more than just embarrass them and-- 

Rubens: Expose them. 

Lerner: Yes, and also heighten people's awareness about being cautious about 
what they were saying--only say things that they wanted to have quoted. 
And that, in part--I mean, in my mind at that time, it was connected to 
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making sure that this didn't get associated with the drug culture that was 
building up around the movement. 

Rubens: Now were you aware of that? That was another direction I wanted to 
pursue. I mean, these things were very intertwined, but we've been 
focusing on the political narrative. I mean, up until December 2nd, this was 
couched in terms of a normal young person's social culture. Art Goldberg 
particularly talked about parties that were just blow-out parties.  

[tape interruption] 

Rubens: Had you been to parties? By now was there some special affinity with 
these? 

Lerner: I went to a few parties in November. And in December. There was rock 
and roll and you know, dancing to whatever was the popular music at that 
time. I don't even remember what it was, but-- 

Rubens: Of course you know by then Joan Baez had already been on campus and 
there was a real cultural connection. 

Lerner: Right, but I didn't actually see the connection. I didn't see the connection 
between the rock music at the parties and Joanie Baez and Bob Dylan, 
whom I was far more attracted to than the rock music at the parties. But 
the parties were--they were always divided between a group of people in 
one room who were dancing and just wanted to dance and the people in 
the other room who just wanted to talk. And I was in the talk crowd. I 
wasn't that good at dancing and I didn't have a partner and I didn't know 
how to pick anybody up. I didn't know how to pick up a member of the 
opposite sex, so there I was, I was stuck in the conversation room, and 
trying to listen to what the conversations were and being part of them and 
enjoying them. Because the people who were there tended to be fanatically 
interested in the conversations. 

Rubens: You're not aware of-- 

Lerner: And I sort of-- 

Rubens: Drugs? 

Lerner: I wouldn't have known a drug if I'd seen it. I mean, but-- 

Rubens: Well, I mean marijuana--I don't think there was much else on campus. 
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Lerner: There was nothing that I knew about, nothing that I saw at any of the 
parties. Nobody was talking about it. I mean, I've heard it sort of 
mentioned from time to time that somebody had taken a joint or--like that, 
but that was it. It wasn't until the summer of '65 that I became aware of the 
fact that there was marijuana around and myself had my first encounter 
with marijuana.  

Rubens: So just to sort of wrap this portion of the interview up--how about your 
reaction to the faculty resolution?  

Lerner: Well, the only other thing to say is that there was yet another dramatic 
incredible moment of leadership when Clark Kerr addressed the student 
body at the Greek Theater. And Mario jumped onto the stage at the Greek 
Theater and walked across that stage. 

Rubens: Where were you during that? 

Lerner: I was down in the pit, in front. And I have to say that once again, it felt to 
me like on the cutting edge of creativity and freedom to see Mario take 
that step and hence, to break the frame of, "This is the institution that we 
are all obedient to and these are the patterns of behavior that we must all 
be obedient to." And instead to say, “No, truth-- that our values come 
trumped, all of the established order. We are not going to accept the 
established order and the ways of doing things. We are going to be heard 
and our values are going to be placed above the operations of this 
institution.” And that move, of breaking the sense of decorum and the holy 
space as defined by the administration and these--whatever it was--100 
department chairs who sat in back of the administration listening to their 
absolutely ridiculous proposal--. By doing it, giving it the force of 
seeming like the whole institution and rationality was behind the 
administration's ridiculous proposals, that was an incredible moment of 
escalating freedom that reinforced the original spirit of taking over the 
building on December 2nd. It reminded us that it could be done by any 
individual, any single person. That Mario had done it reminded us that 
every single one of us could do it in any context, that we could break the 
frame. 

Rubens: You think that was really the feeling? 

Lerner: I think yes-- 

Rubens: It was your feeling. 
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Lerner: Well, it was my feeling and I think it was a lot of other people's feelings. 
This was a symbolic act that just shattered the frame of, "Oh, we're going 
back to business as usual." 

 And so then came the faculty vote. And students were so excited that the 
faculty had voted on our side and so forth, and so we called off the strike. 
And then proceeded a few weeks of just general euphoria, everyone 
feeling that they had won something. And that got confirmed later with the 
resignation of the chancellor and the passing of the resolution by the board 
of Regents that gave us the fundamentals of our demands. 

Rubens: Do you remember going home that Christmas? 

Lerner: I didn't. What happened was that I wasn't going back home and I was 
asked instead by the Steering Committee to go speak about the Free 
Speech Movement in Los Angeles at an evening that was set up at a folk 
club, or folk rock club. Now I've forgotten its name, but it was a well-
known whatever club. 

Rubens: But again, by the Steering Committee. Is this primarily who is-- 

Lerner: This was maybe Steve and Jack Weinberg. I don't remember. It was at a 
meeting that decided that we should have people talking about what we've 
done. And then there was the--and we brought with us the record of the 
Christmas carols. 

Rubens: Do you remember who else was with you? 

Lerner: Actually I don't, although I think Steve Maizlish was down there. I think I 
stayed at his house, but--  

Rubens: That's one part of the story we don't have yet--who are these delegations 
and what do they do? Mario and Bettina and Suzanne, of course, went to 
New York, and-- 

Lerner: Right. I was sent to Los Angeles. I don't remember--I think it may have 
been with Jackie Goldberg, or Art Goldberg, although I think Art 
Goldberg--he hadn't yet done his stupid stuff with the, "Fuck, fuck, fuck--" 

Rubens: Yes, the so called Filthy Speech Movement. 

Lerner: Yes, but-- 
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Rubens: By the way, that would be another thing--I mean, Art and Jackie are really 
sort of aced out of this. I mean, they are not central leaders by the end of 
October. 

Lerner: I wasn't involved in internal struggles. 

Rubens: Yes. Now did you have particular observations of Rossman at that point? 

Lerner: I couldn't understand why--there were a few people who were leaders who 
didn't seem to me to be leaders, in their being or in what they did. One of 
them was Rossman and the other one was [Martin] Roysher. I mean, 
Roysher often gave good speeches or whatever, but internally he never 
had any ideas that particularly made any sense to me. 

Rubens: And Cleaveland, what about Brad Cleaveland? Did you have any opinion 
about him? Or encounters with him particularly? 

Lerner: Well, I read something that he was handing out about students-- 

Rubens: Educational reform. 

Lerner: Educational reform, which seemed to me to be smart, seemed to me to be 
good; didn't seem to me to be intrinsically connected to the Free Speech 
Movement, but it seemed to me to be a nice thing that was also happening. 
I mean, at that moment I started to open up to listening to all of these 
political discourses that were happening that I hadn't been listening to up 
'til that point. 

Rubens: William Mandel. Did you have an opinion about him particularly? 

Lerner: Those were the independents, those were non-students. William Mandel--
he seemed like a very smart, articulate guy. You know, but it didn't take 
long to realize that he was coming from someplace else. He wasn't coming 
from where I was coming from or where most of the students I knew were 
coming from. And you know, I mean, he didn't hide his association with 
the Soviet Union--glorification of the Soviet Union. So, yes, he seemed to 
be a fringe figure. And he spoke at some of these meetings also, but when 
he spoke it would be a speech--it wasn't like he was just talking about 
what to do. He was giving a speech, and I mean, I felt that everybody 
around me was just not paying attention--you know, sort of thinking, 
"Eh!" You know, "Why is this guy giving a speech?" 

Rubens: So Rossman? 
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Lerner: Rossman and Roysher were the two people--yes, I think the same thing--I 
had the same feelings about the Goldbergs. I didn't really ever hear things 
that made me think, Oh, these are serious people or serious leaders. And I 
had the same feeling about Suzanne Goldberg, like it just didn't make 
sense to me why they were there. I mean, I think I even did have the 
feeling with Suzanne Goldberg of maybe she's somebody's girlfriend or 
something. Why she's up there-- 

Rubens: At one point did you become aware she was Mario's girlfriend? 

Lerner: I didn't know that until the spring. 

Rubens: And finally, were you aware of FBI? You were asked to watch the FBI. 

Lerner: Well, I did. Yes, I did meet some such people--either FBI or undercover 
agents. 

Rubens: But no one ever suspected that, you know, later on things were going to 
get so crazy? 

Lerner: Nobody suspected that anybody inside the movement was an FBI person. 

Rubens: Despite how off-the-wall or whatever they were? 

Lerner: No, no. No, it never occurred to me. I never thought of that at all. And the 
only other thing to say is that there were people in that group that were 
very, very creative who were not the top leadership. Marvin Garson was 
one of them that I got to know right away. I thought, like, this guy is really 
interesting. And I guess I can't--I don't recall the names of other people, 
but there were other people in that Executive Committee that were very 
smart and interesting. But as I say, what happened with this whole 
explosion of energy was that suddenly I and almost everybody else I knew 
was open to politics and so we started to--all these campus groups started 
to want to find out, well, what is Young People's Socialist League? What 
is this other--the ISC [International Socialist Committee]? 

Rubens: There were three or four different socialist groups. 

Lerner: Yes, what are they? What is socialism, even? You know, I didn't know 
what it was. I mean, I'd learned about it in college but I'd learned about it 
from people who were studying it like a dead object and weren't people 
who actually believed in it. And there were a number of other groups. I 
was just interested in finding out what was going on and so I started going 
to different groups' activities, listening to what they were saying, and 
finding them quite interesting. 
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Rubens: And finally, did you go on any other speaking tours? You went to UCLA--
or you went to L.A. Did you end up at UCLA? 

Lerner: Oh, right.  Is it something--the Coconut Grove or something like that? 

Rubens: Was it the Troubadour ? 

Lerner: Are you sure it wasn't the Grove? Some kind of Grove. 

Rubens: Could have been the Grove. I don't know if the Coconut Grove still 
existed, but there was a place where Lenny Bruce was arrested. 

Lerner: Probably that. 

Rubens: But you went to UCLA. You remember speaking-- 

Lerner: It was a fundraiser for FSM. 

Rubens: Okay. Did you know Stanley Scheinbaum at that point? 

Lerner: No, but I think I was there with--it might have been Mario and Suzanne 
were also in this thing. They met me down there. 

Rubens: You don't have crystal memories of that, particularly? 

Lerner: No. 

Rubens: Or going to Santa Barbara or any other place? 

Lerner: No, I just went to-- 

Rubens: So let's turn the corner and then we can come back at this. So you stayed 
on the West Coast. Do you have much to explain to your parents 
particularly? 

Lerner: My parents were hearing about it. I was talking to them about it on the 
phone. They were interested in it, but I think the story that I recall nearest 
to that happening was my first conversation with the United States senator 
who was my mother's friend, U.S. Senator Harrison Williams. I had a 
series of conversations with him, one of which was right then, in which I 
explained to him the Free Speech Movement. And after-- 

Rubens: This was on the phone? 
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Lerner: Yes, it was on the phone. But in the spring, shortly thereafter he came to 
the West Coast for Senate business and then I met with him and talked to 
him more about it. 

Rubens: So we'll talk about that. But you did enroll as a student for the spring? 

Lerner: Yes. 

Rubens: And you were a student of John Searle? He was your professor? 

Lerner: Right, he was my professor in the spring. 

Rubens: And things really started diverging, fragmenting. 

Lerner: Right, but this was still--he was my professor. He hadn't yet taken the  
position— I don't think he took the position in the administration.  

Rubens: [Martin] Meyerson is then appointed chancellor. [Edward W.] Strong's 
out. I mean, there's going to be a real big transition. 

Lerner: Yes, there was a big transition-- 

Rubens: And a quiescence. 

Lerner: And things had gone back to a certain calm. At one of the rallies in 
December a graduate student in sociology named Jerry Rubin approached 
me and said, "Hey, I'm working on this teach-in on Vietnam. Would you 
like to be part of it. Would you like to help me?" And I said sure, and 
learned from him a little bit more--I'd been reading about Vietnam, but he 
was going to put this thing together. I decided sure, I'd be involved with 
that, also. 

Rubens: That's the spring of '65. I was going to ask you if you knew Jerry before? 

Lerner: I met him in December of '64. 

Rubens: Not particularly aware of him as a leader? 

Lerner: He wasn't a leader. He approached me because I was a leader. 

Rubens: Yes, yes. All right. And one other thing--you had a friend in law school. 
Was that later? 

Lerner: I think that almost everybody that I knew who was part of this experience 
had an incredible transformation in consciousness that occurred. And it is 
partly about the nature of the world that they were in. That had a lot to do 
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with the deceit in the media, of the distortions about who we were and 
what we were about, that people were reading every single day, because 
that was very dramatic and very evident to us, because we were actually 
there. It was the first time that we ever--that most of us had ever had 
experience of a public event being reported, and it was being misreported 
continually and schematically. We saw that it couldn't have been the 
product of a mistake. It was a systematic distortion. 

 And that was amazing because it made everybody feel that they couldn't 
trust what they were hearing from the official sources--not just the official 
sources of the university, but the official sources of the society through the 
media. 

 But the second and much more significant thing was that what was 
happening was a change in who we understood ourselves to be. Because 
no matter what people believed, what we believed about what was wrong 
in the society, none of us conceptualized, or almost none of us 
conceptualized ourselves as agents. And suddenly through the course of 
these three months and then particularly in the weeks afterwards--of 
watching how it reverberated around the country, hearing about it all over 
the place, hearing friends and other colleges that were telling us that they 
had been excited-- 

Rubens: And how did you hear that? 

Lerner: On the phone, talking to people. 

Rubens: I mean, there's no email, there's no fax. 

Lerner: No, no, but people came back from vacations and reported how exciting it 
was to everybody else and how people had read about it all over the 
country. And there was this new sense that we could be historical actors, 
that we didn't have to be objects of history. We could be subjects of 
history. We ourselves had just gone through a process of shaping a 
historical event, and that was a total transformation in the consciousness of 
who people could be.  

 


