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About the Book

Esther Safran Foer grew up in a home where the past was too terrible to speak of. The child of parents who were each 

the sole survivors of their respective families, for Esther the Holocaust loomed in the backdrop of daily life, felt but 

never discussed. The result was a childhood marked by painful silences and continued tragedy. Even as she built a 

successful career, married and raised three children, Esther always felt herself searching.

So when Esther?s mother casually mentions an astonishing revelation --- that her father had a previous wife and 

daughter, both killed in the Holocaust --- Esther resolves to find out who they were, and how her father survived. Armed 

with only a black-and-white photo and a hand-drawn map, she travels to Ukraine, determined to find the shtetl where her 

father hid during the war. What she finds reshapes her identity and gives her the opportunity to finally mourn.

I WANT YOU TO KNOW WE'RE STILL HERE is the poignant and deeply moving story not only of Esther?s journey 

but of four generations living in the shadow of the Holocaust. They are four generations of survivors, storytellers and 

memory keepers, determined not just to keep the past alive but to imbue the present with life and more life.

Discussion Guide

1. Think about the title: What does it mean? How does it inform Esther?s journey? Who is the ?I,? the ?you? and the 

?we?? 

 

2. In the first chapter, Safran Foer writes, ?It has been said that Jews are an ahistorical people, concerned more with 

memory than history? (p. 5). Do you agree with the statement? In what way does your own family fit into this idea? How 

does this idea fit in with Jewish religious observance? 
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3. In that same paragraph, the author continues, ?History is public. Memory is personal. It is about stories and select 

experiences. History is the end of something. Memory is the beginning of something? (p. 5). In what way is memory the 

beginning? What is shared history if there is no shared memory? What is a memory if one has not personally had the 

experience? Was Esther?s search looking for history or memory?

 

4. What role did EVERYTHING IS ILLUMINATED play in Esther?s story? How did the fictional story echo reality and 

how did it impact reality?

 

5. Esther writes about how Amos Oz?s book, A TALE OF LOVE AND DARKNESS, enabled her to begin to confront 

her own trauma around her father (p. 87). Have there been works of literature that have informed your own 

understanding of your family history or identity? 

 

6. Why do you think Esther?s mother kept her father?s letters from her, even as an adult? Was this an act of protection? 

 

7. Esther writes that she is a ?hinge? between her mother and her own children, that she had a ?role in this story as the 

biological link? between the two generations (p. 102). Other than being a daughter and a mother, how does she work to 

fulfill what she sees as her role in the story? Does her contemplation of her role differ from that of anyone in a 

?sandwich generation?? 

 

8. In preparation for the trip, Esther decides to bring her family Rosh Hashanah cards to Ukraine. What does it mean to 

leave something behind? Why did Esther choose the cards as her object to leave?

 

9. On many occasions, elements from the natural world (dirt, trees, etc.) are mentioned throughout the book. When did 

they appear, and what was their significance?

 

10. Esther?s son, Frank, appears on a panel entitled ?Can memory save us from history? Can history save us from 

memory?? (p. 212). What do you think that means? How would you answer those questions? In what way does I WANT 

YOU TO KNOW WE'RE STILL HERE address or answer those two questions?

 

11. In recounting the family?s Passover traditions, Esther writes, ?it?s an occasion to bring memory alive?.Storytelling is 

fundamental to resilience? (page 110). Why is storytelling fundamental to resilience? Do you think this is referring to 

personal resilience or communal? How does this contrast with the way in which Esther?s parents, and many other 

survivors, chose to move forward with their new lives without talking much about the past? What are some of your 

family traditions --- in general or around a holiday --- that are designed to bring memory alive? 

 

12. The concept of names appears throughout the book, from Esther?s desire to learn her half-sister?s name to the 

descriptive nicknames that were used in the shtetls and the shifting names of the villages. There is also the poem by 

Zelda Schneurson Mishkovsky that was read at the mass graves in Trochenbrod, ?Unto Every Person There Is a Name.? 

What is the significance of a name? Why is it so important to Esther to discover her sister?s name?

13. When asked why she refused a piece of pork even in the face of starvation, Esther?s mother answers that ?if nothing 



matters, there?s nothing to save? (p. 32). What does she mean by that? What is she trying to save? Is there something 

that you feel so strongly about that you would stand behind it no matter what you faced?

14. Nadiya asks Esther, ?Why are you here?? (p. 197). Aside from learning concrete details about her father?s family, 

why does Esther travel to Ukraine? What does she want to find that she didn?t find through records, maps, testimonials, 

genetic tracing and books? Have you been on a heritage trip or thought about traveling to an ancestral homeland? In 

thinking about a trip like that, what did you hope to find, to learn, to experience? 

Discussion questions provided by The Jewish Book Council, 2020
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