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NOTES
Read the texts around the image. Beginning in 
the upper left corner, follow the commentary 
counter clockwise. Read each text out loud 
and discuss it with your partner. Make sure you 
carefully look at the image and use its details 
to support your opinions. You can choose 
whether to use the following questions to 
guide your discussion:

01 PROVERBS

The Book of Proverbs is included in the final section of 
the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible. Proverbs is defined by its 
focus on wisdom as a key characteristic to leading a 
moral, values-based life. This quotation comes from a 
section on advice for kings.

1.  What does it mean to judge “righteously?”

2.  Who do you think the “poor and needy” are in this 
text? 

3.  Do you think only kings should have to follow this 
advice? Whose responsibility is it to speak up?

4.  What are different ways in which you can “speak up?” 
Have you ever “spoken up?” Describe what happened.

02 LEADING THE CHARGE

This text is from a flyer announcing the Student 
Struggle for Soviet Jewry’s (SSSJ) first meeting on April 
27, 1964, at Columbia University in New York City. 
Jacob Birnbaum founded the organization to rally 
America’s Jewish university students to support the 
liberation of Soviet Jews. SSSJ harnessed the passions 
and tactics of civil rights-era activists and criticized the 
Jewish “establishment” for its complacency. 

1.  Who do you think was the audience for this flyer? 
Why do you think Student Struggle for Soviet Jewry 
(SSSJ) spoke to them specifically?
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NOTES 2.  Why do you think someone would hesitate to speak 
out against the Holocaust but openly advocate to free 
Soviet Jews?

3.  The flyer promoted a movement led by student 
youth. Why do you think students were good leaders 
for this movement? What do you think students can 
do that adults cannot?

03 JEWS OF SILENCE

Ellie Wiesel (1928 - 2016) survived and documented his 
experiences as a victim of the Holocaust. His memoir, 
Night, tracks his harrowing experiences from ghetto 
confinement, to Auschwitz, and a “death march” before 
liberation. Wiesel traveled to the Soviet Union in 
September of 1965, as a reporter to document and 
publicize the oppression of Jews under the Soviet 
regime. He published his observations in the book The 
Jews of Silence.

1.  What is a folk tale? Who tells folk tales? Who listens? 
What can folk tales tell us about our lives?

2.  What do you think of when you hear the words “folk 
tale?” What do you think a “horrible folk tale” might 
look like? Why do you think Wiesel used this phrase 
to describe the persecution of Soviet Jews?

3.  Wiesel wrote that the story Soviet Jews told “echoes 
in your mind.” Do you think this is a good or a bad 
thing? Why?

4.  What is an issue or cause that you care about? If you 
wanted to get others to care about it as well, what 
story would you tell?

04 FINDING MY ROOTS

A prominent activist and refusenik, Natan Sharansky (b. 
1948), played a leading role in the movement to free 
Soviet Jews movement. After graduating from 
university, Sharansky applied for a visa to immigrate to 
Israel in 1973 but the Soviet government denied his 
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NOTES request for “security reasons.” He was accused of 
collaborating with the CIA and endured nine years of 
harsh imprisonment. Sharansky was freed in 1986 after 
considerable international pressure and a successful 
campaign led by his wife, Avital. 

1.  What “roots” did Sharansky find? How do you think 
he found them? 

2.  What did Sharansky mean by “history … behind me?” 
What history was he referring to? In what ways do 
you think he found strength in history? 

3.  How does a person find their roots? Can another 
person find your roots for you?

4.  Can you think of a time when knowing history helped 
you feel strong or courageous? Did that knowledge 
inspire you to take action? If yes, what did you do?

05 DEFENDER OF RIGHTS

Mikhail Gorbachev (b. 1931) is a former Soviet politician 
who served as the general secretary of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union from 1985 to 1991 and 
president of the Soviet Union from 1990 to 1991. He was 
the eighth and final leader of the Soviet Union whose 
policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika 
(restructuring) helped to end the Cold War and, 
eventually, the Soviet Union itself. 

Here is an explanation of some words from Gorbachev’s 
quote:

Brain drain – the loss of college-educated intellectuals 
through emigration

Exhorted – being strongly urged to do something

1.  Gorbachev explained why he chose to refuse giving 
exit visas to Soviet Jews. What reason did he give? 
Rephrase this text in your own words. Do you think 
his reason makes sense?

2.  Why do you think Gorbachev would be worried about 
a “brain drain”? Why are college-educated 
professionals it important to a country? 

3.  Gorbachev stated that aggressive United States 
policies required the Soviet Union to protect itself. 
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Have you ever tried to blame someone else when you 
did something wrong? Did it work?

06 A FACELESS MOVEMENT

Constance (Connie) and Joseph Smukler of 
Philadelphia campaigned for Soviet Jews and helped 
several well-known refuseniks win their freedom. Connie 
held leadership positions in local and national 
organizations, working in both the halls of government 
and on secret missions to the Soviet Union to help 
Russian Jews immigrate to Israel and the United States. 

1.  What do you think inspired Smukler to become 
involved in this movement? What do you think it 
took for her to stand up for Soviet Jews?

2.  What do you think Smukler meant by “a faceless 
movement?” Why do you think she believed this 
could be a problem?

3.  Why do you think it’s important to know who 
represents you in Congress?

07 USING YOUR PLATFORM

Colin Kaepernick (b. 1987) is quarterback who helped the 
San Francisco 49ers reach the Super Bowl in 2013. During 
the 2016 preseason, Kaepernick began kneeling during 
the National Anthem to protest police brutality and racial 
injustice. Players, coaches, and cheerleaders throughout 
the National Football League joined the protest despite 
backlash from NFL officials, American politicians, and 
others.  In 2017, Kaepernick entered free agency, but has 
yet to be signed by another NFL team.

1.  Who did Kaepernick mean when he referred to 
people without a voice?  Why are they voiceless?

2.  How is Kaepernick using his position as a 
professional athlete? Can you think of other 
prominent or popular people who have used their 
fame to advocate for a cause or defend civil rights?

NOTES
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3.  Who do you think wore Prisoner of Conscience 
necklaces? Can you think of ways a necklaces’ impact 
might change depending on who was wearing it (a 
friend or relative, a celebrity)? 

4.  What kind of platform do you think you have? How 
can you use your platform to create positive change?

08 DANGER OF COCOONS

Gloria Steinem (b. 1934) has been a leading feminist 
activist for decades and co-founded the landmark 
feminist magazine, Ms. in 1972. She has published, 
funded, protested, marched, lobbied, spoke, and 
organized in support of reproductive rights and against 
injustice. Since Steinem’s rise to prominence, activism 
has changed, migrating to the internet and social media, 
with great success during the 2010 “Arab Spring” and 
more recently to much criticism. 

1.  Why did Steinem mean by the “danger of the 
Internet”? Why do you think she said that? Do you 
agree or disagree?

2.  Do you belong to any online communities? Do the 
other people in those communities have similar or 
different opinions from you? 

3.  People on social media often use their profile picture 
or a hashtag to convey their opinion about a current 
cause. Is this similar or different than wearing a 
Prisoner of Conscience necklace? Explain your 
answer.

3.  Do you have friends with opinions that are different 
than yours? Do you talk about your differing 
opinions? Why or why not?

09 HAVING OUR SAY

On February 14th, 2018, a gunman entered Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, FL and 
killed seventeen students and teachers. After this 
horrific event, students from the high school, joined by 
peers across the country, raised their voices in support 

NOTES
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NOTES of increased gun control and an end to school shootings. 
They are building a movement through rallies and 
marches across the country, including the “The March 
for Our Lives” and national school walkouts. Emma 
Gonzalez survived the shootings and has become a 
prominent activist for gun control and LGBTQ+ rights. 

1.  According to Gonzalez, how have adults responded 
to problems in our country? How would students 
address these problems differently? Why?

2.  How do you think Gonzalez, who is a teenager, felt 
when she gave this speech? 

3.  Gonzalez said “it’s time to start doing something.” 
Have you ever participated in a protest? How did you 
feel? What can you do to raise awareness of different 
issues in your community? 
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