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Judaism’s concern with human rights is an outgrowth of Jewish values in our classical 
texts and through our long experience in history. The Torah cautions us “Do not stand 
idly by the blood of your neighbor” (Leviticus 19:16). The biblical prophets all cried out 
against injustice. While these are shared, universal imperatives, our historical experience 
created the moral response of “redemption of the captives” (pidyon shvuyim), which 
requires us to take action to free captured Jews. We yearly commemorate Israelite 
enslavement in Egypt around the Passover table, and pledge both never to become 
enslaved and never enslave others. Placing these values in a modern context was one the 
central motivations of the Soviet Jewry movement. 

 
Effective advocacy must be a combination of two parallel efforts: 

• Grassroots:  encouraging citizens to show broad support for an issue/ideal 
• Government: using all means within our rights to enlist government support and 

effect policy changes  
 
Advocacy on behalf of Jews in the Soviet Union was a modern example of a global Jewish 
effort. Jews in Israel and many Diaspora communities joined the effort. Zionism and the 
State of Israel can be seen as a “the laboratory of Jewish civilization” through which Jews 
around the world can reinvent and improve upon the very essence of Jewish aspiration. 
   
There is some irony in that Zionism grew and developed in the turbulent period after the 
Enlightenment, Emancipation, and wave of nationalism leading to the breakdown of 
European kingdoms. When the Czars fell, the turbulence came to Russia (which had been 
cut off from Western Europe). The spirit of socialism painted pictures of new utopian 
world orders for many Jews, and when many still felt disenfranchised in Russia, they 
made their way to Palestine. The first three presidents of the modern State of Israel were 
from Russia. For many contemporary Israelis, therefore, Russian life was not as foreign as 
it may have been for Jews in Diaspora communities a few generations removed from 
immigration. An important take-away from studying this movement is the cooperation in 
advocacy, rescue, and immigrant absorption that became a modern triumph of the Jewish 
people. 
 


