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Abstract

**This post is co-authored by Gabriel Solomon Mindel and Alexander J. Ullman On February 2, 2017,
thousands of protesters took to the University of California Berkeley’'s Sproul Plaza to protest and
ultimately shut down a planned talk by the right-wing provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos.
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**This post is co-authored by Gabriel Solomon Mindel and Alexander J. Ullman

On February 2, 2017, thousands of protesters took to the University of California Berkeley's
Sproul Plaza to protest and ultimately shut down a planned talk by the right-wing provocateur
Milo Yiannopoulos. Captured in real time, its dark and blurry image projected to screens across
the world, this gathering dumped fuel on a fire that had been burning slowly for many years.
Conservative and predominantly “white-male” resentment against the mainstreaming of
“politically correct” speech had become the basis for an inchoate community via the internet
and was now emerging as a socially acceptable sentiment in the era of Trump. For those
protesting at Berkeley, the silencing of Yiannopoulos was not intended simply to condemn the
content of his speech, but to intervene preemptively in the culture-wide “fascist creep”
disguising itself as humour and taboo breaking. It called into question the actual meaning of
both speech and freedom in a place that had become synonymous with the struggle for both.

Viewed by some as a riot, the militant protest tactics evoked scorn, distress, and confusion from
a wide spectrum of respondents. Conservative audiences were horrified by the self-evident
violence of the Left, even while enjoying a laugh with Milo at the various fails of “SJW’s” and
“snowflakes”. Meanwhile Liberals couldn’t seem to fathom the expressions of anger and nihilism
evinced by the black-clad mass celebrating in front of the shattered windows of the Martin
Luther King Jr. Student Union, who set a fire at the very steps upon which the Free Speech
Movement of 1964 had been birthed. The cancellation of Yiannopoulos's talk has since set off a
chain of rhetorical and physical confrontations resulting in the cancellation of Conservative
speeches on campus and multiple “free speech” rallies which have devolved into street battles
between a motley cohort of alt-right groups and various counter-protesters surrounding a park
that was also named after MLK.
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Sproul Plaza Protests, UC Berkeley, September 24, 2017, Image by Pax Ahimsa
Gethen, (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Coincident with the events that same spring, Berkeley's Aurora Theatre staged Temple by British
playwright Steve Waters, a revisiting of 2011’s Occupy London protests whose encampments
surrounded the area of St. Paul’s Cathedral. First performed in London in 2015, the play
speculates that the swirling circumstances of the ten-day period leading up to the dean’s
resignation (including the cathedral’s closing on October 21; the Canon Chancellor’s abrupt
resignation on the morning of October 28; and the reopening of the cathedral later that day,
effectively evicting the protesters) had something to do with the church’s own struggle to
reconcile its responsibility to serve both God and his people in the face of ethical contradictions.

Seeing Temple on Aurora Street, barely two weeks and two blocks from the “Patriot’s Day” melee
on April 15, provoked us to consider what resonances seemed to be emerging between places
and times evoked in the play and humming in the streets. Thinking comparatively between
Berkeley in 2017 and Temple yields historical and political synchronicities, between protest
movements and the institutions which arbitrate public space and public speech. Temple offers a
critique of how the discourse of “free speech” is naturalized, even weaponized, by historical
actors; yet it also imagines speech as sonic form never separate from its ethical content. The
play exposes how “free speech” often serves as an empty signifier mobilized for political
purposes, how it always risks being separated from its material and ethical consequences.
Against this, the play pits the noise of protest as a powerful riposte to these abstractions.
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“Preaching at. St. Paul’s Church”-Folkmoot

Temple’s story centers around the personal conflict of the Dean, who vacillates between support
for the protests surrounding the church and for the city eager to evict them, dramatizing how
London’s Occupy movement, displaced from its original encampment outside the London Stock
Exchange, took refuge in the courtyards surrounding St. Paul’s Cathedral, replacing one symbolic
institution of power with another. As the Dean reminds us, this debating throng gathered on the
church’s doorstep is an echo of the folkmoot at St. Paul’s Cross from nearly 800 years before: “In
the Reformation era firebrands would preach against usury, against merchants in the very
presence of the Mayor...doubtless a riotous affair...” Thus Temple situates Occupy as not an
impediment to the functioning of the Church, but a revival of “a tradition of free, even odious
utterance... of untrammelled public speech” (41-42).

Despite this sympathetic gesture, the Dean struggles against the unremitting noise of the
current protestors outside his window. He frequently sits on the window ledge, holding his head
as he peers out toward the loud chanting in what otherwise would be moments of silence: “This
drumming, the music, the occasional shout...every night this fitful rhythm of noise, shouts, cries”
(34). The polyphonic mass is yet another ethically demanding voice fighting for the dean’s
attention. So too the other church leaders, the city lawyer arguing for the camp’s eviction, and
the Canon Chancellor’s resort to Twitter where the realm of appearances seems to dictate
political decisions because “like the whispering gallery ...everything we do is broadcast ...
amplified ...reverberating around the world” (42). Should the dean re-open the church and have
the protest camp removed? Should he resign? What would Jesus do?
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Still from Aurora Theater’s production of Temple, Berkeley, CA, Image courtesy of
authors

This interior struggle is formalized in the clash between the sound of protesters and the
ritualized sounds of the church. The play compresses the drama of a three hour period into an
hour and a half, and every quarter hour the bells at St. Paul’s ring, marking the ritualized time
structure of the church and its domination over the city’s soundscape. R. Murray Schafer points
out in The Soundscape that “time is always running out in the Christian system,” (i.e. its
inevitable destiny in the apocalypse) “and the clock bell punctuates this fact” (56). The bells
mark time, but they also mark power, for they are the “Sacred Noise” that Schafer claims
societies “deliberately invoked as a break from the tedium of tranquility” - the silent world of
the profane (51). The Church’s ability to determine time and disturb the peace is the (sound)mark
of its power, yet the sound of the London protest encampment frequently disrupts its claim to
sovereignty. The sonic agon of the play allegorized the one in the street: as Occupy’s cacophony
challenged St. Paul’s exclusive right to make noise without censure, so too can the free speech
protests be heard as a kind of sonic riposte to the institutionalized soundscape of the university,
a sparse scholarly murmur punctuated by the bells of Berkeley’s Sather Tower.
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https://youtu.be/ZVETqeul10k

Sonic ritual and sacred noise bookend Temple: the sound of a church choir opening it and the
bells in closing. However, the play’s critique of such ritual occurs through constant sonic
disruption and the unremitting attack on silence in the final stage direction (“the noise builds”).
Therefore, as the Dean’s decision to reopen the cathedral suggests that the church’s rituals have
won out, Temple insinuates that Occupy’s struggle was as much about the power to disrupt the
peace with speech as it was to preserve its camp. This disruptive quality of ‘noise’ in the play
calls attention to protest’s spatial capacities: the ability for sounding to extend beyond the
limits of the body, to challenge the very architectures of power. We never see the protesters in
the play, yet their acousmatic noise is manifest as if a distinct body were sharing space within
the rectory. . Yet what are the limits of this ghostly aurality? Does the noise of the crowd simply
become metaphor? We might ask the same thing of the protests at Berkeley, their proximity to
the halls of power - university buildings, city hall, police stations - not compensating for their
simultaneous containment in public space and exclusion from power’s internal deliberation.
How does this risk metaphorizing the very material presence of these protests, the people who
were using their actions and bodies to protest against the right’s usurpation of the term “free
speech”?

Image of Dean Knowles courtesy of authors
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The contest between the pew and the street in Temple exposed how the term “free speech” is
metaphorically mobilized for political and ethical convenience. In a way, Temple is a critique of
the Dean Graeme Knowles's actual homily given on October 28th, 2011, just before the church
reopened and just after the diegetic time of the play closes. In this homily, Knowles
appropriates the language of testimony while at the same time appealing to a more abstract
notion of “free speech”:

We are called out to be witnesses, to speak out, to testify...like Simon and Jude, many of us will
be anonymous, but like them, our voices need to be heard. Because of their testimony, we are
here today. Without their voice, the good news of the gospel would not have reached us.

While the church’s reopening (and the concomitant removal of Occupy) may actually appear like
a restriction on free speech, the dean reassures congregants that the church is itself a
testament to it. “World leaders have spoken under this throne,” he says, at once emphasizing the
church’s personal importance to Christians who feel silenced by the church’s closing and the
political importance of an otherwise “neutral” institution.

St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, England, Image courtesy of authors

Waters's play attempts to resolve the church/streets binary by filling hollow calls to testimony
with multiple voices across a political spectrum, offering a polyvocality that helps to unpack this
contradiction of the church standing up for free speech while simultaneously denying it.
Through the clash of sounds and the characters voices, Temple exposes how Knowles’s homily is
actually covering up a historical contradiction between numerous relations: between various
iterations of what “free speech” means; between who controls the soundscape; between various
iterations of free speech movements throughout history. It is here that the link to what is
happening in Berkeley in 2017 is most poignant, in the resonance between the church’s past and
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its conflicted present on the one hand, and the dissonance between the historic memory of the
UC Berkeley-based Free Speech Movement (FSM) of the fall of 1964 and how the “New Free
Speech Movement” of the “alt-right” has effortlessly yet inaccurately usurped its language and
moral ground.

If the Church and the University are spaces of exception, institutions that are both public and
private, their responsibility to democratized speech is premised on ethical and legal principles
that are not the same as the constitution-bound worlds around them. It is this being of the
world and not that incites the agonism around who can speak and what they can say: according
to Jesus in John 15:19 “... because you do not belong to the world...therefore the world hates you.”

https://youtu.be/safalBJKg)c

The Free Speech Movement of 1964 advocated for the ability to offer persuasive speech with
social consequences-rather than mere talk-carried forth by an uneasy alliance of liberal and
conservative students brought together by the simultaneity of the Civil Rights Movement and
Republican Party election campaigns. Campus administrators and the economic and political
elite of the day claimed that students were being persuaded to perform illegal activities off
campus, while it was the FSM leadership’s assertion that civil disobedience and direct action of
the type being developed in civil rights and labor struggles was in fact defensible “free
expression.” 50 years ago tactics such as sit-ins, occupations, blocking an arrest, and
transforming a police car into a stage were seen by moderate and conservative commentators as
coercive and violent forms of rebellion, but for activists they paled in comparison to the
everyday racist violence affecting Black people in America, the imperial violence of the Vietnam
War, or the total annihilation promised by a potential nuclear war. Similarly today, Antifa accept
pre-emptive and coercive violence as necessitated by the potential violence summoned by the
“alt-right,” whether in the form of lone individuals inspired by their white supremacist ideology
or the spectre of a large scale fascist transformation of American society.

Though protest songs provided the background music to the FSM of the 60's, the current debate
and protests over “free speech” call attention to another constitutive relationship between
sound and protest, between noise and power. Behind the liberal plea to “lower the voices” and
heighten the reason in political discourse is a reminder that sound has an ability to interact with
consciousness in non-rational, even hypnotic ways. We see a kind of hypnosis in the very
language of “free speech” today, a term invoked by the alt-right and the university to protect
certain political agendas similar to the way that the term “objectivity” was deployed mid-
century. Stanley Fish made a similar argument in the 1990’s amidst that moment’s culture wars,
arguing that because all speech is socially constructed and ideologically asserted “there’s no
such thing as Free Speech.”

Free speech, for Fish, only exists as an ideal construct outside of history in which voices are pure
“noise,” separated from consequences and assertions. But his notion of “noise” and “free
speech” again are too metaphorical, separated from the uneven histories of protected speech
and the materiality of noisy protests. As Jonathan Sterne writes, out of the perceived noise and
meaninglessness of protests there emerge rhythms and grooves that can be heard farther than
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they can be seen, that invite participation and resistance. In the context of Temple and the UC
Berkeley protests, the “noise” created within and against the term “free speech” should not
simply be dialed down or declared a realm of meaningless utterance, but unpacked as an
important opening in to how power is both employed and resisted by institutions like the
university and the church.

Berkeley Free Speech Protests of 1964, Image courtesy of author

The Chancellors of UC Berkeley have never been averse to using violence to correct and regulate
speech on its campuses, whether it be Chancellor Strong’s eviction of the FSM’s occupation of
Sproul Hall in 1964, or the brutalization of student protesters by campus police under the
watchful eye of Chancellor Birgeneau in 2009. The Dean of St. Paul’s agony could give us insight
into what went into Chancellor Christ's ambivalent public letter that assures us that “free
speech” and “safety” will come at a cost. In ‘64 the discourse of “free speech” became a platform
for political dialogue and social transformation, not for usurping the language of testimony and
personal experience while abstracting real societal power. What the “alt-right” frames as a
common struggle for a moral and legal principle only disguises the balances of power that
determine who can speak without the consequence of violence: white people or people of color;
governments or protestors; bankers or the poor.

“Free Speech” is the domain of a particular sacred noise, one that has the power to disrupt what
Martin Luther King Jr. himself described as the “appalling silence and indifference of good
people who sit around saying ‘wait on time’” In this recently discovered speech, given in London
just after he spoke at St. Paul’s in December 1964, MLK goes on to say that “human progress
never rolls in on the wheels of inevitability,” retroactively giving moral weight to Mario Savio’s
demand that “you’ve got to put your bodies [...] upon the wheels.” We can see this spirit of
rebellion in the counter-rhythms of London’s anti-austerity occupations, rising up to meet the
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bells of St. Paul’s, and as well in the “rough music” of outraged students rising up to meet the
Sather Tower Carillon as it insistently keeps time.

Featured Image: Still from video of Berkeley Protests, February 2017

Gabriel Salomon Mindel is an interdisciplinary artist and scholar whose research considers ways
that people produce and struggle for space using sound to extend beyond the limits of their
bodies, particularly in formal and informal modes of protest. He received an MFA in Visual Arts
from Simon Fraser University where his work focused on the production of visual artworks from
time-based phenomena such as sound composition, dance, social practices and protest. He has
also spent nearly two decades exhibiting artwork, performing improvised music and composing
for dance and film. Images, writings and recordings can be found at https://diademdiscos.com/
gms/.

Alexander J. Ullman is a PhD student at UC Berkeley’s Department of English where he researches
Nineteenth, Twentieth, and Twenty-first Century Literatures.
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**This post is co-authored by Gabriel Solomon Mindel and Alexander J. Ullman


On February 2, 2017, thousands of protesters took to the University of California Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza to protest and ultimately shut down a planned talk by the right-wing provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos. Captured in real time, its dark and blurry image projected to screens across the world, this gathering dumped fuel on a fire that had been burning slowly for many years. Conservative and predominantly “white-male” resentment against the mainstreaming of “politically correct” speech had become the basis for an inchoate community via the internet and was now emerging as a socially acceptable sentiment in the era of Trump. For those protesting at Berkeley, the silencing of Yiannopoulos was not intended simply to condemn the content of his speech, but to intervene preemptively in the culture-wide “fascist creep” disguising itself as humour and taboo breaking. It called into question the actual meaning of both speech and freedom in a place that had become synonymous with the struggle for both.


Viewed by some as a riot, the militant protest tactics evoked scorn, distress, and confusion from a wide spectrum of respondents. Conservative audiences were horrified by the self-evident violence of the Left, even while enjoying a laugh with Milo at the various fails of “SJW’s” and “snowflakes”. Meanwhile Liberals couldn’t seem to fathom the expressions of anger and nihilism evinced by the black-clad mass celebrating in front of the shattered windows of the Martin Luther King Jr. Student Union, who set a fire at the very steps upon which the Free Speech Movement of 1964 had been birthed. The cancellation of Yiannopoulos’s talk has since set off a chain of rhetorical and physical confrontations resulting in the cancellation of Conservative speeches on campus and multiple “free speech” rallies which have devolved into street battles between a motley cohort of alt-right groups and various counter-protesters surrounding a park that was also named after MLK.
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Coincident with the events that same spring, Berkeley’s Aurora Theatre staged Temple by British playwright Steve Waters, a revisiting of 2011’s Occupy London protests whose encampments surrounded the area of St. Paul’s Cathedral. First performed in London in 2015, the play speculates that the swirling circumstances of the ten-day period leading up to the dean’s resignation (including the cathedral’s closing on October 21; the Canon Chancellor’s abrupt resignation on the morning of October 28; and the reopening of the cathedral later that day, effectively evicting the protesters) had something to do with the church’s own struggle to reconcile its responsibility to serve both God and his people in the face of ethical contradictions.


Seeing Temple on Aurora Street, barely two weeks and two blocks from the “Patriot’s Day” melee on April 15, provoked us to consider what resonances seemed to be emerging between places and times evoked in the play and humming in the streets. Thinking comparatively between Berkeley in 2017 and Temple yields historical and political synchronicities, between protest movements and the institutions which arbitrate public space and public speech. Temple offers a critique of how the discourse of “free speech” is naturalized, even weaponized, by historical actors; yet it also imagines speech as sonic form never separate from its ethical content. The play exposes how “free speech” often serves as an empty signifier mobilized for political purposes, how it always risks being separated from its material and ethical consequences. Against this, the play pits the noise of protest as a powerful riposte to these abstractions.
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Temple’s story centers around the personal conflict of the Dean, who vacillates between support for the protests surrounding the church and for the city eager to evict them, dramatizing how London’s Occupy movement, displaced from its original encampment outside the London Stock Exchange, took refuge in the courtyards surrounding St. Paul’s Cathedral, replacing one symbolic institution of power with another. As the Dean reminds us, this debating throng gathered on the church’s doorstep is an echo of the folkmoot at St. Paul’s Cross from nearly 800 years before: “In the Reformation era firebrands would preach against usury, against merchants in the very presence of the Mayor…doubtless a riotous affair…” Thus Temple situates Occupy as not an impediment to the functioning of the Church, but a revival of “a tradition of free, even odious utterance… of untrammelled public speech” (41-42).


Despite this sympathetic gesture, the Dean struggles against the unremitting noise of the current protestors outside his window. He frequently sits on the window ledge, holding his head as he peers out toward the loud chanting in what otherwise would be moments of silence: “This drumming, the music, the occasional shout…every night this fitful rhythm of noise, shouts, cries” (34). The polyphonic mass is yet another ethically demanding voice fighting for the dean’s attention. So too the other church leaders, the city lawyer arguing for the camp’s eviction, and the Canon Chancellor’s resort to Twitter where the realm of appearances seems to dictate political decisions because “like the whispering gallery …everything we do is broadcast …amplified …reverberating around the world” (42). Should the dean re-open the church and have the protest camp removed? Should he resign? What would Jesus do?
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This interior struggle is formalized in the clash between the sound of protesters and the ritualized sounds of the church. The play compresses the drama of a three hour period into an hour and a half, and every quarter hour the bells at St. Paul’s ring, marking the ritualized time structure of the church and its domination over the city’s soundscape. R. Murray Schafer points out in The Soundscape that “time is always running out in the Christian system,” (i.e. its inevitable destiny in the apocalypse) “and the clock bell punctuates this fact” (56). The bells mark time, but they also mark power, for they are the “Sacred Noise” that Schafer claims societies “deliberately invoked as a break from the tedium of tranquility” – the silent world of the profane (51). The Church’s ability to determine time and disturb the peace is the (sound)mark of its power, yet the sound of the London protest encampment frequently disrupts its claim to sovereignty. The sonic agon of the play allegorized the one in the street: as Occupy’s cacophony challenged St. Paul’s exclusive right to make noise without censure, so too can the free speech protests be heard as a kind of sonic riposte to the institutionalized soundscape of the university, a sparse scholarly murmur punctuated by the bells of Berkeley’s Sather Tower.





Sonic ritual and sacred noise bookend Temple: the sound of a church choir opening it and the bells in closing. However, the play’s critique of such ritual occurs through constant sonic disruption and the unremitting attack on silence in the final stage direction (“the noise builds”). Therefore, as the Dean’s decision to reopen the cathedral suggests that the church’s rituals have won out, Temple insinuates that Occupy’s struggle was as much about the power to disrupt the peace with speech as it was to preserve its camp. This disruptive quality of ‘noise’ in the play calls attention to protest’s spatial  capacities: the ability for sounding to extend beyond the limits of the body, to challenge the very architectures of power. We never see the protesters in the play, yet their acousmatic noise is manifest as if a distinct body were sharing space within the rectory. . Yet what are the limits of this ghostly aurality? Does the noise of the crowd simply become metaphor? We might ask the same thing of the protests at Berkeley, their proximity to the halls of power – university buildings, city hall, police stations – not compensating for their simultaneous containment in public space and exclusion from power’s internal deliberation. How does this risk metaphorizing the very material presence of these protests, the people who were using their actions and bodies to protest against the right’s usurpation of the term “free speech”?
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The contest between the pew and the street in Temple exposed how the term “free speech” is metaphorically mobilized for political and ethical convenience. In a way, Temple is a critique of the Dean Graeme Knowles’s actual homily given on October 28th, 2011, just before the church reopened and just after the diegetic time of the play closes. In this homily, Knowles appropriates the language of testimony while at the same time appealing to a more abstract notion of “free speech”:


We are called out to be witnesses, to speak out, to testify…like Simon and Jude, many of us will be anonymous, but like them, our voices need to be heard. Because of their testimony, we are here today. Without their voice, the good news of the gospel would not have reached us.




While the church’s reopening (and the concomitant removal of Occupy) may actually appear like a restriction on free speech, the dean reassures congregants that the church is itself a testament to it. “World leaders have spoken under this throne,” he says, at once emphasizing the church’s personal importance to Christians who feel silenced by the church’s closing and the political importance of an otherwise “neutral” institution.




[image: ]St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, England, Image courtesy of authors





Waters’s play attempts to resolve the church/streets binary by filling hollow calls to testimony with multiple voices across a political spectrum, offering a polyvocality that helps to unpack this contradiction of the church standing up for free speech while simultaneously denying it. Through the clash of sounds and the characters voices, Temple exposes how Knowles’s homily is actually covering up a historical contradiction between numerous relations: between various iterations of what “free speech” means; between who controls the soundscape; between various iterations of free speech movements throughout history.  It is here that the link to what is happening in Berkeley in 2017 is most poignant, in the resonance between the church’s past and its conflicted present on the one hand, and the dissonance between the historic memory of the UC Berkeley-based Free Speech Movement (FSM) of the fall of 1964 and how the “New Free Speech Movement” of the “alt-right” has effortlessly yet inaccurately usurped its language and moral ground. 


If the Church and the University are spaces of exception, institutions that are both public and private, their responsibility to democratized speech is premised on ethical and legal principles that are not the same as the constitution-bound worlds around them. It is this being of the world and not that incites the agonism around who can speak and what they can say: according to Jesus in John 15:19 “… because you do not belong to the world…therefore the world hates you.” 





The Free Speech Movement of 1964 advocated for the ability to offer persuasive speech with social consequences–rather than mere talk–carried forth by an uneasy alliance of liberal and conservative students brought together by the simultaneity of the Civil Rights Movement and Republican Party election campaigns. Campus administrators and the economic and political elite of the day claimed that students were being persuaded to perform illegal activities off campus, while it was the FSM leadership’s assertion that civil disobedience and direct action of the type being developed in civil rights and labor struggles was in fact defensible “free expression.” 50 years ago tactics such as sit-ins, occupations, blocking an arrest, and transforming a police car into a stage were seen by moderate and conservative commentators as coercive and violent forms of rebellion, but for activists they paled in comparison to the everyday racist violence affecting Black people in America, the imperial violence of the Vietnam War, or the total annihilation promised by a potential nuclear war. Similarly today, Antifa accept pre-emptive and coercive violence as necessitated by the potential violence summoned by the “alt-right,” whether in the form of lone individuals inspired by their white supremacist ideology or the spectre of a large scale fascist transformation of American society.


Though protest songs provided the background music to the FSM of the 60’s, the current debate and protests over “free speech” call attention to another constitutive relationship between sound and protest, between noise and power. Behind the liberal plea to “lower the voices” and heighten the reason in political discourse is a reminder that sound has an ability to interact with consciousness in non-rational, even hypnotic ways. We see a kind of hypnosis in the very language of “free speech” today, a term invoked by the alt-right and the university to protect certain political agendas similar to the way that the term “objectivity” was deployed mid-century. Stanley Fish made a similar argument in the 1990’s amidst that moment’s culture wars, arguing that because all speech is socially constructed and ideologically asserted “there’s no such thing as Free Speech.” 


Free speech, for Fish, only exists as an ideal construct outside of history in which voices are pure “noise,” separated from consequences and assertions. But his notion of “noise” and “free speech” again are too metaphorical, separated from the uneven histories of protected speech and the materiality of noisy protests. As Jonathan Sterne writes, out of the perceived noise and meaninglessness of protests there emerge rhythms and grooves that can be heard farther than they can be seen, that invite participation and resistance. In the context of Temple and the UC Berkeley protests, the “noise” created within and against the term “free speech” should not simply be dialed down or declared a realm of meaningless utterance, but unpacked as an important opening in to how power is both employed and resisted by institutions like the university and the church.
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The Chancellors of UC Berkeley have never been averse to using violence to correct and regulate speech on its campuses, whether it be Chancellor Strong’s eviction of the FSM’s occupation of Sproul Hall in 1964, or the brutalization of student protesters by campus police under the watchful eye of Chancellor Birgeneau in 2009. The Dean of St. Paul’s agony could give us insight into what went into Chancellor Christ’s ambivalent public letter that assures us that “free speech” and “safety” will come at a cost. In ‘64 the discourse of “free speech” became a platform for political dialogue and social transformation, not for usurping the language of testimony and personal experience while abstracting real societal power. What the “alt-right” frames as a common struggle for a moral and legal principle only disguises the balances of power that determine who can speak without the consequence of violence: white people or people of color; governments or protestors; bankers or the poor.


 “Free Speech” is the domain of a particular sacred noise, one that has the power to disrupt what Martin Luther King Jr. himself described as the “appalling silence and indifference of good people who sit around saying ‘wait on time’.” In this recently discovered speech, given in London just after he spoke at St. Paul’s in December 1964, MLK goes on to say that “human progress never rolls in on the wheels of inevitability,” retroactively giving moral weight to Mario Savio’s demand that “you’ve got to put your bodies […] upon the wheels.” We can see this spirit of rebellion in the counter-rhythms of London’s anti-austerity occupations, rising up to meet the bells of St. Paul’s, and as well in the “rough music” of outraged students rising up to meet the Sather Tower Carillon as it insistently keeps time.
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