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Dear Colleague,
William kunstler: Disturbing the Universe grew out of conversations that Emily and I began having about our father and his
impact on our lives. It was 2005, 10 years after his death, and
Hurricane Katrina had just shredded the veneer that covered
racism in America.
when we were growing up, our parents imbued us with a strong
sense of personal responsibility. we wanted to fight injustice; we
just didn’t know what path to take. I think both Emily and I were
afraid of trying to live up to our father’s accomplishments.
It was in a small, dusty Texas town that we found our path. In
1999, an unlawful drug sting imprisoned more than 20 percent of
Tulia’s African American population. The injustice of the incarcerations shocked us, and the fury and eloquence of family
members left behind moved us beyond sympathy to action.
while our father lived in front of news cameras, we found our
place behind the lens. our film, Tulia, Texas: Scenes from the
Drug War helped exonerate 46 people.

Filmmakers Emily Kunstler and Sarah Kunstler.
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

one day when we were driving around Tulia, hunting leads and
interviews, Emily turned to me. “I think I could be happy doing this for the rest of my life,” she said, giving voice to something
we had both been thinking. It was years later that we realized our father had made a similar journey to the South and left a
trail of breadcrumbs we had unconsciously followed. That journey had changed his life as well.
when we decided to make a film about our father, we worried that the people we interviewed would see us only as Kunstler’s
daughters. But rather than being an impediment, this inevitable framework became a strength. while we loved our father’s
extravagant greatness, we also suffered his frailty. And we knew that many other children, especially those who lose a parent while still young, take a similar adult journey toward reconciling the parent with the person.
Today, with the election of America’s first African American president, it is tempting to relegate the civil rights movement to
a bygone chapter in a history book and to celebrate our victories without acknowledging how much work remains to be done.
More than 50 years have passed since the Supreme Court ruled that separate schools for white and black children are inherently unequal. Yet racism and bigotry still cast ugly shadows on our schools, streets and courtrooms. Emily and I wanted
to bring our father’s story, and the battles he was a part of out of the past and to remind audiences that freedom is a constant struggle, and that the people who fight for it are heroes, not because they are without flaws, but because when they
see injustice they find the courage to act.
William kunstler: Disturbing the Universe is a film about and for people of courage. we hope that it communicates that the
world we inherit is better because someone struggled for justice, and that those changes will survive only if we continue to
fight.
Sarah Kunstler, Director
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intrODUCtiOn

william Kunstler’s career as an attorney placed him at the center of
many of the great political and social controversies of the last halfcentury.

In

William

kunstler:

Disturbing the Universe, filmmakers
Emily Kunstler and Sarah Kunstler
try to make sense of their father’s
journey from middle-class family
man, to protest movement lawyer,
to being both revered as a hero and
reviled as the most hated lawyer in
America. The feature-length (86minute) documentary recalls landmark legal cases involving civil
rights and anti-war activists, accused terrorists and murderers.
Along the way, it raises significant
questions about justice, democracy
and dissent.
The title of the film comes from T.S.
Eliot’s poem “The Love Song of J.
Alfred

Prufrock.”

Many

of

the

speeches Kunstler made toward the
end of his life were entreaties to
young people to have the courage
take action for change. He frequently spoke about Michelangelo’s
statue of David before his battle with Goliath as embodying
the moment when a person must choose to stand up or to
fade into the crowd and lead an unexceptional life. He also

william Kunstler (r.) at New York City rally to protest the
deaths of 40 inmates at Attica State Prison. Holding
speaker horn is Charles Kenyatta, former bodyguard of
the late Malcolm X. 1971.
Photo courtesy of AP wire

recited parts of Eliot’s poem that depict Prufrock wondering whether he “dare disturb the universe.” This approach,
linking action to beliefs, makes the film an exceptional outreach tool.
with candor and affection, William kunstler: Disturbing the
Universe uses the life of one man to illuminate issues of
racism, freedom of speech and action, prisoners’ rights, antiwar activism, Native American sovereignty, government repression and the courage of those who dissent, making
relevant today the matters that were important to william
Kunstler. In a portrait that humanizes history, the filmmakers reveal the complexity of both people and events.
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key issUes

POtentiaL Partners

William kunstler: Disturbing the Universe is well suited

William kunstler: Disturbing the Universe is an excellent

for use in a variety of settings and is especially recom-

tool for outreach and will be of special interest to people

mended for use with:

interested in the following topics:

•

Local Pbs stations

•

american Civil Liberties Union (aCLU)

•

groups that have discussed previous Pbs and POV

•

activism (social and political)

films relating to civil rights, protests, the court

•

attica prison uprising

•

biography

•

black Panthers

•

Center for Constitutional rights

•

Chicago eight

•

Civil rights

•

family dynamics

•

first amendment/freedom of speech

•

government misconduct

•

human rights

•

Justice (social, legal and political)

•

Law/legal system

colleges, universities and high schools

•

Patriotism

•

Legal organizations

•

Political repression

•

Community organizations with a mission to

•

Political science

promote education and learning, such as local

•

Prison reform

•

racism

•

terrorism

•

U.s. history, especially the 1960s and 1970s

•

Vietnam War protests

•

Wounded knee/ american indian movement (aim)

•

Wrongful conviction

system and social change or fathers and
daughters, including The Camden 28, Revolution

’67, The Reckoning: The Battle for the
International Criminal Court, A Class Apart and
The Self-Made Man.
•

groups focused on any of the issues listed in the
key issues section

•

high school, college and law students

•

faith-based organizations and institutions

•

Cultural, art and historical organizations,
institutions and museums

•

Civic, fraternal and community groups

•

academic departments and student groups at

libraries
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Using this gUiDe

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a
belief in the power of human connection, designed for
people who want to use William Kunstler: Disturbing
the Universe to engage family, friends, classmates,
colleagues and communities. In contrast to initiatives
that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions conversations undertaken in a spirit of openness
in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking by sharing viewpoints and listening
actively.
The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to
help a very wide range of audiences think more deeply
about the issues in the film. Rather than attempting to
address them all, choose one or two that best meet
your needs and interests. And be sure to leave time to
consider taking action. Planning next steps can help
people leave the room feeling energized and optimistic, even in instances when conversations have
been difficult.
For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips,
visit www.pbs.org/pov/disturbingtheuniverse/

Emily Kunstler, william Kunstler and Sarah Kunstler in
New York City’s west Village, 1987
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller
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biography of William kunstler
Eventually called both a “great American hero” and “the
most hated lawyer in America,” william M. Kunstler was born
in New York in 1919, the oldest of three children in a middle-

rev. Daniel Berrigan (r.) and william M. Kunstler talk with
newsmen after Berrigan and eight other Catholics were sentenced to two years to three-and-a-half years in prison in Baltimore, MD, on November 9, 1968
Photo courtesy of AP Photo

class Jewish family that lived on Central Park west on Manhattan’s Upper west Side. After graduating with honors
from Yale University in 1941, he served in the Army Signal

Choir Singer, and hosted a radio program called The Law on

Corps in the Pacific during world war II. He earned a Bronze

Trial on wNEw and taught classes on trusts and estates at

Star and Purple Heart and rose to the rank of major.

New York Law School.

After returning to the United States at the end of the war, he

Kunstler was an “armchair liberal” — a member of the Amer-

earned a law degree from Columbia University and settled

ican Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) who believed in the princi-

into a relatively quiet life in the New York City suburbs with

ple of equal justice under law, but did not himself act on it.

his wife, Lotte rosenberger, and their daughters, Karin and

Kunstler & Kunstler had an ordinary civil practice until 1960,

Jane. He opened a modest law practice, Kunstler & Kunstler,

when william Kunstler represented Paul and orial redd, the

with his brother Michael in 1946.

African American founders of the local National Association

During this period, Kunstler wrote a number of books, in-

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) chapter,

cluding the Edgar-award nominated The Minister and the

in a housing discrimination lawsuit, his first civil rights case.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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In 1961, the ACLU asked Kunstler to go to Mississippi to sup-

russell Means and william Kunstler, late 1970’s
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

port the Freedom riders, young activists who were traveling
through the South by bus to challenge segregation of bus
station waiting rooms and restaurants. Kunstler went to a
Mississippi bus station, where he watched as five scared but

Kunstler also represented Black Power activist H. rap

determined young people sat down at a lunch counter and

Brown, now known as Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin. Al-Amin re-

were promptly arrested. Kunstler would say that on that day

placed Stokely Carmichael as leader of the Student Nonvio-

he learned, “All the talking in the world meant nothing; it was

lent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and faced years of

the doing, the action, that had meaning.”
He went on to work with Martin Luther King Jr. and to play
a major role in the legal battles of the civil rights movement.

federal charges, including violation of an anti-riot law enacted in response to his powerful speeches and known as
the “H. rap Brown Law.”

Notably, he represented Fred Shuttlesworth, who was lan-

In addition to his work in the South, Kunstler took on a string

guishing in a Birmingham jail. Kunstler filed a writ to the

of cases involving civil rights and political dissidents, many of

Supreme Court, which then ordered Shuttlesworth’s release.

them high-profile. This included defending Vietnam war pro-

Kunstler also participated in King’s desegregation cam-

testers the Catonsville Nine and the Chicago Eight.

paigns in Albany, Georgia, Danville, Virginia, Birmingham, Al-

Kunstler was personally changed by his new line of work. His

abama and St. Augustine, Florida in the 1960s.

marriage to his first wife, Lotte rosenberger, fell apart. Soon

© American Documentary, Inc.
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after, Kunstler met Margaret ratner, a young radical attorney
in New York City. The two moved in together in Greenwich
Village, married in 1976 and had their daughter Sarah in 1976
and their daughter Emily in 1978.
Kunstler continued representing protesters throughout the
1970s and 1980s. He represented prisoners who rioted at Attica Correctional Facility in 1971, Native American protesters
who seized wounded Knee in South Dakota in 1973 and a
man arrested for burning an American flag outside the 1984
republican National Convention as an act of political protest.
Also in the 1980s, however, the self-proclaimed “radical
lawyer” began to take on clients viewed as less defensible
by his left-leaning fan base. These included Larry Davis, a 23year-old drug dealer accused of the attempted murder of
six police officers in 1986; Yusef Salaam, one of five
teenagers found guilty of raping and severely beating a
young woman in the notorious Central Park jogger case of
1989; and El Sayyid Nosair, an Egyptian immigrant acquitted
of the 1990 murder of militant Zionist rabbi Meir Kahane in
New York state court.
Kunstler suffered intense scrutiny and criticism as a result of
taking these cases. He received frequent death threats and
was confronted by protestors outside his home.
Kunstler wrote numerous books over the course of his career, including two autobiographies and several legal histories and books of poetry. He was the co-founder, with three
other radical lawyers, of the Center for Constitutional rights
in 1966.
Kunstler died of heart failure on September 5, 1994. He was
76.
sources:
Langum, David J. william M. Kunstler: The Most Hated Lawyer in
America. New York: New York University Press, 1999.
“william Kunstler, 76, Dies; Lawyer for Social outcasts.” The New York
Times, Sept. 5, 1995.
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/09/05/obituaries/william-kunstler-76-

Sarah Kunstler, william Kunstler, Emily Kunstler.
Native American powwow, 1980.
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

dies-lawyer-for-social-outcasts.html?scp=1&sq=william%20kunstler,%20
76&st=cse
Kunstler, william with Sheila Isenberg. My Life as a Radical Lawyer.
Secaucus, N.J.: Carol Publishing, 1994.
Kunstler, william. Deep in My Heart. New York: william Morrow, 1966.
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Center for Constitutional rights
In 1966, Kunstler co-founded the Center for Constitutional

william Kunstler in backyard of 13 Gay Street
(family home/ law office) 1975.
Photo courtesy of Bruce Jackson

rights (CCr) in New York with fellow radical attorneys Morton Stavis, Ben Smith and Arthur Kinoy. These attorneys
were engaged in ongoing efforts to protect the rights of pro-

local sheriffs and judges. Early landmark cases include Dom-

testers seeking an end to Jim Crow laws in the South. They

browski v. Pfister (1965), in which the Supreme Court held

believed that an organization of radical attorneys had an im-

that a federal court could halt racially motivated state pros-

portant role to play in aiding progressive movements for so-

ecutions without waiting for state procedures to run their

cial change. working through CCr, they brought innovative

course, and Hobson v. Hansen (1967), a case Kunstler con-

lawsuits, such as federal cases seeking to halt the actions of

sidered among his most important, which halted the District

© American Documentary, Inc.
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of Columbia’s school tracking and placement based on
racially biased intelligence tests.
Today, the vibrant nonprofit legal advocacy organization
“uses litigation proactively to advance the law in a positive
direction, to empower poor communities and communities
of color, to guarantee the rights of those with the fewest
protections and least access to legal resources, to train the
next generation of constitutional and human rights attorneys
and to strengthen the broader movement for constitutional
and human rights.” It lists among its current issues illegal detentions and Guantánamo; surveillance and attacks on dissent; criminal justice and mass incarceration; corporate
human rights abuse; government abuse of power; racial,
gender and economic justice; and international law and accountability. CCr’s recent work has included defending illegal immigrants questioned in the wake of 9/11, winning

Cases featured in the film:
freeDOm riDers
From the 1880s until the 1960s, most of the states in the
United States enforced some “Jim Crow laws” (believed to
have been named after a character in a traveling minstrel
show), which called for the segregation of white and “colored” citizens. The laws, allegedly enacted in order to provide protection for “freedmen,” or former slaves (who had
been given liberty in the Emancipation Proclamation of
1863), made intermarriage and cohabitation of blacks and
whites illegal and required business owners to keep the
races separate in such places as restaurants, restrooms, hospitals, parks, libraries, schools and public transportation vehicles.
In the 1960 case, Boynton v. Virginia the United States

habeas corpus rights for those imprisoned at Guantánamo

Supreme Court outlawed racial segregation in restaurants

and fighting for the impeachment of George w. Bush on the

and waiting rooms in terminals serving buses that crossed

grounds that he was “illegally spying on U.S. citizens, lying to

state lines. In 1961, an interracial group of protesters spon-

the American people about the Iraq war, seizing undue ex-

sored by the Congress of racial Equality challenged contin-

ecutive power and sending people to be tortured overseas.”

ued segregation throughout the southern United States by

Current victories have included an injunction against the de-

traveling on interstate buses and integrating bus station

funding of the organizing group ACorN, a court order end-

waiting rooms and restaurants throughout the South. These

ing discriminatory hiring practices in the New York City fire

protests, known as Freedom rides, were met with violent re-

department and settlements against various oil companies

actions and protesters were attacked by angry mobs along

involved in alleged human rights violations in Myanmar and

the way. In Anniston, Alabama, a bus was fire-bombed; in

Nigeria.

Birmingham, riders were beaten. From May 20–22 in 1961,
riders were assaulted in Montgomery, Alabama. Attorney

sources:

general robert F. Kennedy then sent federal marshals, who

Center for Constitutional rights. http://ccrjustice.org

helped the group reach New orleans safely.

American Civil Liberties Union. http://www.aclu.org

The ACLU sent Kunstler to Jackson, Mississippi to show the

“Kunstler, william Moses.” Civil rights Digital Library.
http://crdl.usg.edu/people/k/kunstler_william_moses_1919/?welcome

organization’s support for protesters who had been arrested
and convicted for disturbing the peace during the rides.
Kunstler, angered by the racism and abuse he saw there, became active in fighting the cases and was instrumental in
using a little known statute to have cases moved from conservative Mississippi to more supportive federal courts.
sources:
Langum, David J. William M. Kunstler: The Most Hated Lawyer in
America. New York: New York University Press, 1999.
National Park Service.
http://www.nps.gov/malu/forteachers/jim_crow_laws.htm
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ChiCagO eight

william Kunstler, Chicago Eight rally, November 1970.
Photo courtesy of David Fenton

on September 24, 1969, eight protesters went on trial in
Chicago, accused of conspiring to incite a riot at the 1968
Democratic National Convention. They had been indicted for

self he loudly protested the move and called Judge Julius

violating the so-called “H. rap Brown law,” tagged onto the

Hoffman a racist. Hoffman had Seale publicly bound and

Civil rights Bill earlier that year by conservative senators,

gagged, prompting Kunstler to call the courtroom a “me-

which made it illegal to cross state lines in order to incite a

dieval torture chamber.” Hoffman sentenced Seale to four

riot.
The defendants included David Dellinger of the National Mobilization Committee; rennie Davis and Tom Hayden of Students for a Democratic Society; Abbie Hoffman and Jerry

years of imprisonment for contempt because of his courtroom outbursts and eventually ordered Seale severed from
the case. He was never retried.
Kunstler, co-counsel Leonard weinglass and the defendants

rubin, founders of the Youth International Party (“Yippies”);

staged a sort of political theater in the courtroom over the

and two lesser known activists, Lee weiner and John

five-month trial, using it as a platform to attack Nixon, the

Froines. An eighth defendant, Bobby Seale, the national

Vietnam war, racism and oppression. Poets, musicians and

chairman of the Black Panther Party, began the trial with the

other counter-culture figures were called to testify, and de-

others, but when he was denied a request to represent him-

fendants laughed, cried and spoke their minds.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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william Kunstler, Chicago 8 attorney, Pittsburgh, PA,
october 22, 1970.
Photo courtesy of David Fenton

on February 19, 1970, Hoffman found the remaining seven
defendants and their attorneys guilty of 175 counts of contempt of court, handing them sentences of two to four years.
None were found guilty of conspiracy, but all but two were
found guilty of intent to riot and sentenced to five years in
prison. The criminal convictions were overturned in 1972 and
most of the contempt charges were also dropped.
Kunstler received a sentence of four and a half years in

History.com. http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/chicago-

prison for 24 counts of contempt; the charges were reversed

seven-sentenced

two years later by a U.S. Court of Appeals. He was convicted

Encyclopedia of World Biography. Farmington Hills, Mich.: Thomson

of two counts in a new trial, but was not sentenced to prison.

Gale, 2005.
Famous American Trials: “The Chicago Seven” Trial.

sources:

www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/Chicago7/Chicago7.html

This Day in History, September 24, 1969: The “Chicago Seven” go on

Schultz, John. The Chicago Conspiracy Trial. Chicago: University of

trial. History.com. http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/the-

Chicago Press, 2009.

chicago-seven-go-on-trial
This Day in History, February 19, 1970: Chicago Seven sentenced.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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attiCa PrisOn UPrising
on Monday, September 13, 1971,
what had begun four days earlier as
a prisoner uprising at the maximumsecurity Attica Correctional Facility
near Buffalo, New York, ended in
the murder of 42 people — 32
prisoners and 10 state employees —
by law enforcement.
For years, inmates at Attica had
tried to get the prison to address
the inhumane living conditions at
the facility through peaceful means.
The persistence of these conditions
resulted in a level of anger that
erupted on September 9, 1971, when
inmates rioted. Large parts of the
prison were seized and 40 hostages
were taken.
Having taken control of one of the
prison’s yards, the inmates demanded a federal takeover of the
prison, better conditions, amnesty
for the revolt and the removal of the
prison’s superintendent. In their

william Kunstler at Attica, September 11, 1971.
Photo courtesy of AP

statement, they criticized the “unmitigated oppression wrought by the racist administrative
network of this prison throughout the year” and the “ruthless
brutalization and disregard for the lives of the prisoners here
and throughout the United States.”
Kunstler was one of a group of observers called by the prisoners to monitor their negotiations with the state. Soon after
his arrival, he assumed the role of lawyer for the inmates.

or dying. when control was regained, the enraged guards
and state troopers engaged in “an orgy of brutality” (Inmates of Attica v. rockefeller. Second circuit, 1971), torturing
and brutalizing the prisoners for days.

After several days of negotiations, governor Nelson rocke-

officials announced that inmates had murdered guards by

feller, who cultivated an image of being tough on crime and

slitting their throats. This was exposed as a lie after autop-

political dissent and who refused requests from the inmates

sies revealed that all but one guard, who was trampled to

and prison management to appear in person, ordered an

death, had been killed by law enforcement gunfire during the

armed assault with weapons and ammunitions outlawed by

assault.

the Geneva Conventions on the unarmed prisoners and
hostages in the yard.

New York state spent five years prosecuting the prisoners
while covering up the crimes of law enforcement during the

Police dropped tear gas and opened fire on the yard, and

assault and retaking. Eventually 62 inmates were indicted in

within six minutes numerous inmates and guards lay dead

what has been referred to as the darkest day in the history

© American Documentary, Inc.
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of New York state jurisprudence. Kunstler was one of the
main lawyers defending the prisoners and remained com-

Sarah Kunstler, william Kunstler and Emily Kunstler.
Central Park, 1980
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

mitted to the Attica struggle until his death.
A class-action suit was brought against the state and prison
by 1,280 men shot and brutalized during the attack in 1974;
it was finally settled for 12 million dollars in 2000. In 2004,
the families of the 10 guards who were murdered and shot
also received 12 million dollars

“Crime History – Attica Prison riot Begins, Ending with 39 Killed.”

sources:

www.washingtonexaminer.com/local/crime/Crime-History---Attica-

The Washington Examiner, Sept. 9, 2009.

“The Law: A Year Ago at Attica.” Time, Sept. 25, 1972.
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,903593,00.html
People & Events: Attica Prison riot — September 9-13, 1971.

prison-riot-begins_-8213054-57811467.html
Attica revisited. Talking History.
http://www.talkinghistory.org/attica/index.html

website for The Rockefellers.

The Official Report of the New York State Special Commission on

www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/rockefellers/peopleevents/e_attica.html

Attica. New York, NY: Bantam, 1972.
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WOUnDeD knee
The late 1960s saw the rise of the American Indian Movement (AIM), a Native American activist organization founded
to protect the rights of Native Nations and “ensure the fulfillment of treaties made with the United States.”
AIM predominantly sought to confront violation of treaties
with the United States guaranteeing sovereignty over the
land of respective indigenous nations and the historic breach
of human and constitutional rights that left Native Americans in dire poverty, with an unemployment level of 60 to
80 percent, with poor medical care and housing and limited
educational opportunities.
In the early 1970s the movement undertook several protests,
including a 71-day standoff at wounded Knee on the Pine
ridge reservation in South Dakota. Conflicts had arisen in
the oglala Lakota community there between individuals supporting tradition and sovereignty and those with strong ties
to the government Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), which AIM
wanted to reform.
At the time, the poverty-stricken reservation was headed by
tribal chairman richard “Dick” wilson, a man protesters accused of corruption. wilson had built up a militia called the
Guardians of the oglala Nation, who called themselves the
GooNs. The GooNs terrorized many residents, and a number of beatings and murders went unresolved.
In an effort at reform, Lakota elders called on AIM for help.
on February 27, 1973, AIM and local tribespeople announced
their presence, by invitation, within the hamlet of wounded
Knee, site of the government slaughter of more than 200 Indians in 1890. They set up barricades and roadblocks.

william Kunstler, Sarah Kunstler (standing)
and Emily Kunstler on the front stoop of 13 Gay Street
(family home/ law office), 1979
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

The government responded by sending in marshals, BIA police and the FBI, who set up their own roadblocks, as did the

leader russell Means burned the government’s offer before

GooNs. A military unit was engaged and flyovers were per-

television cameras.

formed. Although most of the 71-day standoff was peaceful,

The protesters ended the standoff on May 8, 1973, after re-

some 100,000 rounds were fired and two Native Americans

ceiving a letter from the Nixon administration promising a

were killed and one federal marshal injured.

meeting between oglala Lakota elders and white House

Kunstler was called in by AIM members in early March; the

representatives to discuss grievances. Individuals partici-

government offered to allow the protesters to leave peace-

pating in the siege received a total of 185 indictments for al-

fully without risking arrest, although it was understood that

leged crimes committed during the occupation, although

indictments might be handed down later by a grand jury.

only a few were ultimately convicted. The first case to go to

Kunstler advised the AIM members to hold out, and AIM

trial was that of AIM leaders Means and Dennis Banks. Kun-
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stler, along with several other attorneys, defended Banks

Langum, David J. William M. Kunstler: The Most Hated Lawyer in

and Means. After a nine-month trial, Chief Judge Fred J.

America. New York: New York University Press, 1999.

Nichols of the Federal District Court of South Dakota dis-

The Leonard Peltier Trial. Famous Trials.

missed all charges on grounds of government misconduct.

http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/peltier/

Among other things, Nichols found that the government had

peltieraccount.html

altered and fabricated evidence, committed illegal electronic
surveillance, improperly engaged the military, violated court

fLag bUrning as PrOteCteD

orders and lied to the court.

first amenDment sPeeCh

Kunstler was also the attorney for one of four AIM members

During the 1984 republican Convention in Dallas, Texas, Gre-

accused of the 1975 murder of two FBI agents on the Pine

gory “Joey” Johnson participated in a protest against the

ridge Indian reservation during a day-long firefight in which

policies of then-president ronald reagan as “Commander in

a young AIM member was also shot and killed. Kunstler rep-

Chief of U.S. Imperialism.” Protesters marched through the

resented Darelle “Dino” Butler, who, along with robert ro-

streets to City Hall, where they doused an American flag

bideau, was tried for the killings in Cedar rapids, Iowa. At

with kerosene and lit it on fire. No one’s safety was endan-

the trial, Kunstler and other attorneys presented evidence

gered, but several witnesses reported being offended by the

that the shootings had occurred due to a warlike atmos-

flag burning and the chanting of slogans such as, “America,

phere on the reservation, where FBI agents were terrorizing

the red, white and blue, we spit on you.”

residents in the wake of the wounded Knee standoff in 1973.
Kunstler argued, “There is virtually no evidence on how these
agents died.” robideau and Butler were acquitted of all
charges.
Charges against a third AIM member, Jimmy Eagle, were

Johnson was charged with “desecration of a venerated object,” a violation of the Texas penal code. represented at trial
by attorneys from the ACLU, he was convicted, sentenced to
a year in prison and fined two thousand dollars. Johnson
called this “forced patriotism” and appealed his conviction.

dropped, and a fourth, Leonard Peltier, was extradited from

The Texas Court of Criminal Appeals overturned it, ruling

Canada to stand trial for the murders and subsequently con-

that the state’s argument that it was protecting a symbol

victed. Kunstler did not represent Peltier at trial, but spent

of national unity did not outweigh protecting the First

years aiding in his appeals, which argued that the FBI had

Amendment: “recognizing that the right to differ is the cen-

carried out a violent covert operation targeting the AIM and

terpiece of our First Amendment freedoms, a government

that the prosecution had hidden critical ballistics tests that

cannot mandate by fiat a feeling of unity in its citizens.

showed that Peltier could not have been the shooter. Peltier

Therefore that very same government cannot carve out a

is currently 35 years into serving a life sentence.

symbol of unity and prescribe a set of approved messages
to be associated with that symbol.”

sources:
Kunstler became Johnson’s attorney after Texas appealed
American Indian Movement. http://www.aimovement.org

the case to the United States Supreme Court. He joined his

United States v. Banks and Means (wounded Knee). Center for

client in mounting a national campaign, speaking at law

Constitutional rights. http://ccrjustice.org/ourcases/past-

schools, rallies and protests and in the national media.

cases/united-states-v.-banks-and-means-%28wounded-knee%29
“occupation of wounded Knee Is Ended.” The New York Times.
May 9, 1973.
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/big/0508.html
wounded Knee II, 30 Years Later. Democracy Now. May 9, 2003.
http://www.democracynow.org/2003/5/9/wounded_knee_ii_30_years
_later

In 1989, Kunstler argued Texas v. Johnson before the
Supreme Court, which voted five to four for Johnson. Said
Justice william Brennan, speaking for the majority, “If there
is a bedrock principle underlying the First Amendment, it is
that the government may not prohibit the expression of an
idea simply because society finds the idea itself offensive or
disagreeable.”

© American Documentary, Inc.
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The Supreme Court decision invalidated laws in 48 states

ful conviction. The New York police department and Man-

that prohibited flag-burning.

hattan district attorney’s office have denied any wrongdoing

Johnson’s victory was followed by repeated but unsuccessful efforts to enact federal statutes and constitutional

and there has been no settlement to date.
sources:

amendments against burning the American flag as a form of
protest.

“Central Park revisited.” New York. oct. 21, 2002.
http://nymag.com/nymetro/news/crimelaw/features/n_7836/

sources:
Landmark Cases. http://www.landmarkcases.org/texas/home.html
Texas v. Johnson, Certiorari to the Court of Criminal Appeals of Texas.
http://www.esquilax.com/flag/texasvjohnson.html
oyez. http://www.oyez.org/cases/1980-1989/1988/1988_88_155/

“Law: True Confession of The Central Park rapist.” Time. Dec. 16, 2002.
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1003874,00.html#i
xzz0idSiKITt
“Convictions and Charges Voided In ’89 Central Park Jogger Attack.”
The New York Times. Dec. 20, 2002.
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/20/nyregion/convictions-and-

(audio of the actual Supreme Court argument)

charges-voided-in-89-central-park-jogger-attack.html
“Cleared Defendants In Central Park Jogger rape File Lawsuit.”

CentraL Park JOgger Case
on April 19, 1989, a 28-year-old woman was brutally raped

NY1 News. Dec. 8, 2003.
http://www.ny1.com/?ArID=35413

and beaten while jogging in New York’s Central Park.
Five teenagers — raymond Santana, Antron McCray, Kevin

eL sayyiD nOsair

richardson, Yusef Salaam and Kharey wise — all aged 14 to

on November 5, 1990, rabbi Meir Kahane, a militant, anti-

16, all black or Latino, all from East Harlem, were convicted

Arab Zionist and the founder of the Kach Party in Israel and

of the rape after four of the five confessed to it on video-

the Jewish Defense League in the United States, was shot

tape.

and killed after giving a speech at the Marriott hotel in New

The teenagers pleaded not guilty, saying that they’d been
coerced by police to make the confessions, taped on April 21,
after they’d been awake for more than 48 hours. Despite no
physical evidence linking the teenagers to the crime, they
were found guilty and sentenced to five to 13 years in prison
each. (Kunstler did not represent any of the teenagers at
trial, but spent two years appealing Salaam’s conviction.)
Another man, convicted rapist and murderer Matias reyes,
confessed to the crime in January 2002 just after the statute
of limitations had run out and after the last of the five
teenagers had finished serving his sentence. The DNA collected at the scene was found to match that of reyes, corroborating his confession.
New York District Attorney robert Morgenthau recommended that the teenagers’ convictions be thrown out. New
York Supreme Court Justice Charles J. Tejada complied on
December 19, 2002.

York City. After the shot was fired, El Sayyid Nosair fled the
scene and jumped into a cab outside. The cab was pursued
by Kahane supporters, and when it was stopped in traffic,
Nosair jumped out and traded shots with a U.S. Postal Service police officer. Nosair was wounded, and police found a
gun near his hand matching the type that had killed Kahane.
A witness also said he had seen Nosair fire the shot.
Kunstler took the case. In William M. Kunstler: The Most
Hated Lawyer in America, author Langum quotes Kunstler
saying that Muslims “are the most hated group in the country; the moment a Muslim is accused of a crime, the specter
of terrorism is raised, and everyone panics.”
william Greenbaum, the lead prosecutor in the case, argued
that Nosair fired the shots as “a planned political assassination.” In Nosair’s defense, Kunstler pointed out that Greenbaum

never

provided

any

motivation

for

such

an

assassination. He claimed that the murder had been pinned
unfairly on Nosair. Kunstler argued that the shot that

The five exonerated men have filed a civil lawsuit against the

wounded the postal officer was fired by a Kahane supporter

city of New York, alleging malicious prosecution and wrong-

and that Kahane’s murder itself was the work of a dissident

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Sarah Kunstler and william Kunstler, 1977.
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

from within the Jewish Defense League. Kunstler’s defense
also highlighted the police department’s messy investigative
work, including improper fingerprint analysis of the murder
weapon and the lack of a complete autopsy performed on
Kahane. Nosair was acquitted of murder but convicted of assault, possession of an illegal firearm and shooting a U.S.
Postal Service police officer. The judge in the case, State
Supreme Court Justice Alvin Schlesinger, gave him the maximum sentence, seven and one-third to 22 years in prison.

sources:
“Judge Gives Maximum Term in Kahane Case.” The New York Times.
Jan. 30, 1992. http://www.nytimes.com/1992/01/30/nyregion/
judge-gives-maximum-term-in-kahane-case.html
Langum, David J. William M. Kunstler: The Most Hated Lawyer in

while in jail, Nosair was indicted along with Egyptian cleric
Sheik omar Abdel-rahman for orchestrating the 1993 world
Trade Center bombing. The indictment linked the bombing
with plans to blow up New York tunnels and buildings and
Kahane’s murder and accused 15 men of “seditious conspir-

America. New York: New York University Press, 1999.
“U.S. Indicts Egyptian Cleric as Head of Group Plotting ‘war of Urban
Terrorism.’” The New York Times. Aug. 26, 1993.
http://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/26/nyregion/specter-terror-usindicts-egyptian-cleric-head-group-plotting-war-urban.html

acy.” Nosair was convicted of participating in this conspiracy. He is serving a sentence of life plus 15 years in Colorado.
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Selected People Featured in William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
Family

emily kunstler is the daughter of william Kunstler and director,
producer, editor and narrator of the film. with her sister, Sarah,
she founded and runs off Center Media (www.off-center.com),
a production company that makes documentaries exposing
injustice in the criminal justice system.

sarah kunstler is the daughter of william Kunstler and a
director, producer and writer of the film. She is also a practicing
criminal defense attorney in the Eastern and Southern Districts
of New York.

karin kunstler goldman is the eldest of Kunstler’s four

margaret ratner kunstler is a civil rights attorney, Emily and

daughters. She participated in Mississippi Freedom Summer in
1964 and was a Peace Corps volunteer in Senegal from 1966 to
1968. She received a law degree from rutgers University in 1973.
Since 1982, she has been an assistant attorney general in the
charities fraud division of the New York state attorney general’s
office.

Sarah’s mother and william Kunstler’s widow. She met her
husband in 1968 during the Columbia University student
protests, where she coordinated the defense of those arrested
through the mass defense office of the National Lawyers Guild.
She later worked at the New York City-based Center for
Constitutional rights as an attorney and educational director.
She is now president of the william Moses Kunstler Fund for
racial Justice, a foundation established in 1995 in memory of her
late husband to combat racism in the criminal justice system.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Selected People Featured in William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
Friends and Colleagues

elizabeth m. fink is a civil rights and criminal defense attorney

michael ratner is a civil rights attorney and was Kunstler’s

and was Kunstler’s friend. For 26 years, she was lead counsel on
a class action civil rights lawsuit brought by the Attica prisoners
that was finally settled in 2000.

friend. President of the Center for Constitutional rights, he is
intensely involved in challenging constitutional violations in the
wake of 9/11. He has litigated numerous cases in the United
States against major international human rights abusers and has
brought challenges to U.S. war making in El Salvador, Nicaragua,
Grenada, Iraq and Yugoslavia.

Leonard Weinglass is a civil rights attorney and was cocounsel with william Kunstler on the Chicago conspiracy trial.
over the past four decades, he has been involved in some of the
nation’s most high-profile civil rights cases. He represented Jane
Fonda in her suit against richard Nixon; Barry Commoner in his
battle to enter a presidential primary; African American radical
Angela Davis; Bill and Emily Harris, charged with kidnapping
Patty Hearst; death row inmate Mumia Abu-Jamal; former
weatherman Kathy Boudin; and five Cubans charged in Miami
with espionage.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Selected People Featured in William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
Activists and Clients

Dennis banks is a founder of the American Indian Movement
(AIM). A Native American leader, teacher, lecturer, activist and
author, Banks is an Anishinaabe born on Leech Lake Indian
reservation in northern Minnesota. He was one of william
Kunstler’s clients, along with russell Means, in the wounded
Knee leadership trial.

Clyde bellecourt is a Native American civil rights organizer

father Daniel berrigan is a poet, peace activist and roman

Jean fritz was one of four jurors on the Chicago conspiracy

Catholic priest. In the 1960s, he and his brother Philip made the
FBI list of 10 most wanted fugitives for committing acts of
vandalism, including destroying government property. Kunstler
defended the Berrigans for burning draft files in Catonsville,
Maryland, as part of the Catonsville Nine.

trial who held out for acquittal on all charges. The jury
eventually reached a compromise verdict, acquitting all
defendants of conspiracy and convicting five of crossing state
lines to incite a riot. At the time of the trial, Fritz, a republican,
was 51 years old and ran an auto supply store with her husband.

© American Documentary, Inc.

and a founder of AIM. He was born on the white Earth Indian
reservation in northern Minnesota and was among those who
occupied wounded Knee.
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Selected People Featured in William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
Activists and Clients

tom hayden is a social activist, author and teacher. He was a
Freedom rider, co-founder of Students for a Democratic
Society, an organizer in Newark, New Jersey during that city’s
race riots, an anti-war activist, a Chicago Eight defendant and a
California state legislator.

gregory “Joey” Johnson is an activist. During the 1984
republican National Convention in Dallas, Texas, he
demonstrated against the policies of the reagan administration
and was arrested for burning an American flag and charged
with desecration of a venerated object. Kunstler represented
Johnson before the United States Supreme Court, which ruled
that flag burning was protected speech under the First
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. (Texas v. Johnson, 491
U.S. 397 (1989)).

William means, oglala Lakota, Vietnam combat and wounded

Paul redd was a civil rights activist and Kunstler’s first civil
rights client. In the late 1950s, when he headed the local NAACP
in westchester County, New York, redd alleged discrimination
after he was unable to rent an apartment. Kunstler, who lived in
the same neighborhood, helped redd and his wife, orial, win
their case. redd organized demonstrations against housing
discrimination. He passed away on January 8, 2009.

Knee (1973) veteran, is a founder of the International Indian
Treaty Council and co-founder of the United Nations working
Group on Indigenous Populations. He is an expert on U.S. and
Indian Treaty relations. russell Means, who was arrested during
wounded Knee, is his brother.

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Selected People Featured in William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
Activists and Clients

yusef salaam was arrested when he was 15, along with four
other teenagers, and charged with beating and raping a 28year-old female jogger in New York’s Central Park during a night
of “wilding.” In a climate of public revenge and racism, he was
convicted and spent six and a half years in prison. He was
exonerated in 2002 when the real perpetrator came forward
and confessed to the crime. Kunstler did not represent Salaam
at trial, but spent two years appealing his case until he finally
lost before New York’s highest court.

bobby seale is an American civil rights activist who co-

michael smith was a 21-year-old New York state corrections

madonna thunderhawk, a Two Kettle Lakota, is a veteran of

officer at Attica Correctional Facility during the 1971 riot.
Inmates held him hostage for the duration of the four-day siege,
which ended with the bloody retaking of the facility by force.
Authorities shot him five times when they opened fire on the
siege.

key modern Native American struggles, from the occupation of
Alcatraz to the siege of wounded Knee. An original member of
AIM, she is a long-time community organizer.

© American Documentary, Inc.

founded the Black Panther Party along with Huey P. Newton.
Seale was one of the original Chicago Eight defendants charged
with conspiracy and inciting to riot in the wake of the 1968
Democratic National Convention in Chicago. After his lawyer
became ill and unavailable for trial, Seale demanded the right to
defend himself. To silence Seale’s “outbursts,” judge Julius
Hoffman ordered him bound and gagged in the courtroom.
Hoffman sentenced Seale to four years’ imprisonment for
contempt and eventually severed him from the case (which is
why the group is often known as the Chicago Seven rather than
the Chicago Eight).
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Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a few quiet moments to reflect on what they have
seen. If the mood seems tense, you can pose a general
question and give people some time to themselves to
jot down or think about their answers before opening
the discussion.
Unless you think participants are so uncomfortable
that they can’t engage until they have had a break,
don’t encourage people to leave the room between the
film and the discussion. If you save your break for an
appropriate moment during the discussion, you won’t
lose the feeling of the film as you begin your dialogue.
One way to get a discussion going is to pose a general
question such as:
•

if you could ask anyone in the film a single
question, who would you ask and what would
you ask them?

•

What did you learn from this film? What insights
did it provide?

•

Describe a moment or scene in the film that you
found particularly disturbing, interesting, or
moving.

What was it about that scene that was

especially compelling for you?

william Kunstler, Emily Kunstler and Sarah Kunstler.
South Street Seaport, 1979
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

© American Documentary, Inc.
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Sarah Kunstler, Emily Kunstler, william Kunstler
and Margaret ratner Kunstler. The Bronx Zoo, 1978
Photo courtesy of Maddy Miller

Law and Justice
•

what do you learn from the cases in which Kunstler

was involved about justice, freedom of speech and the ways
in which the U.S. legal system reflects (or does not reflect)

How did these cases reflect Kunstler’s belief that the court

the ideals of liberty and basic rights guaranteed by the U.S.

system could be used to pursue social justice? In what ways

Constitution? Consider, especially, these Kunstler cases fea-

did the outcomes of the cases illustrate the power and/or

tured in the film:

the limits of the legal system in achieving social change?

— Freedom riders

•

— The redds’ housing discrimination case

above? How did coverage contribute to or weaken the pos-

— Catonsville Nine

what role did news media play in the cases listed

sibility of a just outcome?

— Chicago Eight

•

— Attica

stler that “a courtroom could be used for a moral purpose

— wounded Knee
— Larry Davis
— Joey Johnson flag burning case

Father Daniel Berrigan (Catonsville Nine) taught Kun-

and to believe in a power greater than the law.” what are
the potential positive and negative consequences of advocating that, when one’s moral code and the law are in conflict, one should follow his or her moral code? Berrigan

— Central Park jogger

burned draft cards to protest the Vietnam war because he

© American Documentary, Inc.
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thought the war was immoral. what other kinds of defen-

do you think he meant? Can you think of instances when a

dants have you heard use the “my purpose is above the law”

government used the legal system to entrench rather than

defense and are you comfortable with the actions they took

undermine injustice? what safeguards could be put into

(e.g., environmentalists who burn buildings to prevent de-

place that would prevent this misuse of the justice system?

velopment in natural areas or people who kill physicians who
perform abortions)?
•

Kunstler believed that every defendant, even those

government Power

who are despised, deserves a good lawyer. why? what

•

would happen to the justice system if unpopular defendants

“whenever the people disagree with the political decisions

Chicago Eight defendant Bobby Seale observed,

could not find lawyers?

that have been made upon their heads, the racist power
structure sends in guns and force to see that the people ac-

•

Attorney Alan Dershowitz thought that Kunstler’s

choice to defend El Sayyid Nosair was hypocritical. what do
you think? In what ways did defending Nosair affirm or contradict Kunstler’s values?
•

After the Nosair verdict, Kahane’s followers staged

protests outside Kunstler’s home. In your view, were these
demonstrations justified? was Kunstler an appropriate target? was the attempt to intimidate the defense attorney an
effective tactic for protesting a verdict they didn’t like? what
outcome(s) could the protestors have reasonably expected
to achieve?
•

what does the film’s Attica story (including the family

visit to the memorial outside that honors only guards) teach
about our society’s attitudes towards prisoners? Do you
share that attitude? How well is society served by that attitude?
•

Kunstler argued that the First Amendment protecting

freedom of speech “wasn’t designed for things we like. They
never needed a First Amendment. This amendment was designed so that the things we hate can have a place in the
marketplace of ideas and can have an area where protest
can find itself.” In your view, what kinds of speech should be
protected? Is flag burning protected (as Kunstler argued in
the Joey Johnson case)? How about political speech by corporations, the use of racial or homophobic slurs on campus,
religious preaching in a public school classroom or sexist

cept those political decisions.” where do you see examples
of this in the film? where else have you seen examples of
democratically elected governments using violence to suppress dissent? what do you notice about who is permitted
to speak and who is targeted for government interference?
Are there any patterns?
•

The narrator recalls, “while other children were fright-

ened of ghosts and monsters, I feared the police, the President and the FBI.” what are the societal consequences of
having citizens fear their government? In a climate of suspicion, what types of community activities decrease and what
types thrive?
•

what was your reaction to the use of the FBI as a do-

mestic spy agency (e.g., following Kunstler, orchestrating
Fred Hampton’s assassination, infiltrating AIM)? what lessons do those events provide that are relevant to current
concerns about domestic surveillance by government agencies?
•

reacting to the murder of Fred Hampton, Kunstler

says, “He was killed by the system that is resisting every
voice of dissent and every wind of change.” Ironically, the
legal system that Kunstler utilized to provoke change holds
only individuals, not systems, responsible. what mechanisms
exist or could exist, both inside and outside of the justice
system, to address systemic problems and not just individual transgressions?

jokes in the workplace? what differentiates protected
speech from unprotected speech?

•

reflecting on the events he witnessed, guard Michael

Smith said, “If someone didn’t know this was Attica, I won•

Near the end of the film, Kunstler gives a speech in

which he talks about “the terrible myth” that “everything
that’s done through the established system is legal.” what

© American Documentary, Inc.

der if they’d think it was this country.” what do you think he
meant? what was it about the images of Attica that seemed
“foreign”?
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race and racism
•

•

Consider the role racism played in the

•

one of Kunstler’s daughters describes his early life, say-

ing, “Dad was an armchair liberal. He voted Democratic and
joined the ACLU.” what does “armchair liberal” mean? How

— gagging of Bobby Seale,

did experiences such as defending Freedom riders shift

— murder of Fred Hampton,

Kunstler from voicing support for the causes he cared about

— prosecution of Dennis Banks and russell Means,

to believing that “all the talking in the world meant nothing.

— choices made about how to handle the Attica
uprising,

It was the doing, the action, that had meaning”?

— climate of revenge surrounding the Central Park
jogger case.

activist phrase from the 1960s. In the context of a republic,

•

Kunstler frequently repeats, “Power to the people,” an

in which the government is designed to represent the peo-

Kunstler’s daughters come to understand that when he

ple and act on their behalf, what does that phrase mean?

asserted that “all white people are racist,” he meant that

what would it look like to put that phrase into action today?

whites “are blind to the depth of our own prejudice.” Does
your own experience confirm or contradict Kunstler’s belief
that all white people are racist? what are the implications of
Kunstler’s assertion for people who are working to create
communities that are not governed by racial bias?
•

Kunstler also asserted that U.S. courts are part of the

white power structure (and therefore inherently racist), and
that “as long as there is prejudice there can be no such thing
as a fair trial.” what events in Kunstler’s life provide evidence
to back up his assertion? Do you think Kunstler’s assessment
of the courts as racist still holds true? If so, what steps can
be taken to ensure that people of color are offered equal opportunities for justice?

activism
•

what do you learn from the film about what makes a

•

Acknowledging that her father was both famous and

infamous, his daughter asks of the thousands who attended
Kunstler’s memorial service, “who were they there to
honor?” which of Kunstler’s ideas and ideals do you think
people were honoring? which do you honor and which do
you question?
•

In several instances, Kunstler’s work came at the ex-

pense of his family. How would you balance the responsibilities of activism and personal life? what obstacles make that
balance difficult to achieve?
•

As an attorney, Kunstler chose to work within the sys-

tem rather than follow the lead of some of his clients and attempt to overthrow or work outside of the system to bring
change. In your view, what are the strengths and weaknesses of pursuing justice by working within the existing sys-

successful activist for social justice?

tem? what are the strengths and weaknesses of working

•

outside the system?

In your opinion, did Kunstler and his clients participate

in civic discourse and make social change? why or why not?

•

Do you believe that individual citizens can influence their

ences to Michelangelo’s statue of David and the final graphic

what is the significance of the film’s repeated refer-

leaders and shape history? Explain your reasoning.

in which David multiplies? when Kunstler invoked the image

•

of David, do you think he was he talking about himself? who

According to his daughters, the injustices that Kunstler

witnessed in the Chicago Eight trial radicalized him and

else could he have had in mind?

turned him into a leader. what have been watershed mo-

•

ments in your own life that have spurred you to action? In

ceived from their father as “The best thing a person can do

The daughters summarize the main legacy that they re-

what ways does witnessing injustice transform people?

is stand up to injustice, even when no one agrees with you,

what is the difference between experiencing or witnessing

even if you have to risk everything to do it.” Do you share

injustice firsthand and hearing about it from others or from

this belief? what would it look like if you put this ideal into

media reports?

practice in your own life?
additional media literacy analysis questions are available on POV’s
website: pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php
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•

Convene a “learning from history” task force to investi-

gate current initiatives or controversies in your community
regarding civil rights, abuse of government power, freedom
of speech and/or prison reform. As you plan how you will
support or respond to what you discover, consider what you
learned from the film about how to achieve just resolution
of the issues your community faces.
•

Set up a task force to monitor local courts for patterns

of racism. where appropriate, facilitate anti-bias training for
court officers and staff. If specific cases warrant it, find ways
to advocate for defendants who are not receiving fair treatment.
•

Using the film as a model, research and record a family

history, including your own reflections about the people and
events you uncover. Find a way to preserve your family history for future generations (video, photos with captions,
family website, podcast, etc.)
•

Conduct oral histories with people who participated in

the civil rights movement, those who protested the Vietnam
war or current American wars and people who stood up (or
are currently standing up) against inequality or injustice in
their communities. These stories of individuals in your community may not be well known, but they are a part of the
history of fighting injustice and oppression in the United
States. Compare and contrast interview subjects’ memories
with the depictions in the film. work with your local library,
historical society or university to preserve and share these
oral histories.
•

Study competing definitions of justice. Create an art or

informational display in your community (perhaps at a public library, municipal building or school) to share what you
learn.
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FILM-RELATED WEB SITES

What’s Your POV?
Share your thoughts about William Kunstler:
Disturbing the Universe

Original Online Content on
POV Interactive (www.pbs.org/pov)

by posting a comment on the POV Blog
www.pbs.org/pov/blog or send an email to pbs@pov.org.

POV’s William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
companion website

My Life as a RaDicaL LaWyeR

www.pbs.org/pov/disturbingtheuniverse

(SECAUCUS, NJ: CAROL PUBLIShING GROUP, 1994)

To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in

In his autobiography with journalist and co-author Sheila
Isenberg, Kunstler recounts his personal and professional life.

greater depth. The companion website to William kunstler:
Disturbing the Universe offers a streaming video trailer for

WiLLiaM M. KUnstLeR: the Most hateD LaWyeR

the film; an interview with filmmakers Emily Kunstler and

in aMeRica (NEW YORK: NEW YORK UNIVERSItY

Sarah Kunstler; a list of related websites, organizations and

PRESS, 1999)

books; a downloadable discussion guide; and the following
special features:

In this book, author David J. Langum, a law professor at
Samford University and a respected legal historian, recounts

•

Interactive timeline of Kunstler’s career;

the historical events, professional landmarks and personal

•

Additional audio, including speeches and inter-

choices of that made Kunstler such a famed, controversial

views from the Pacifica radio archive and Kunstler

lawyer.

reading an excerpt from his autobiography,
My Life as a Radical Lawyer;
•

Scans of documents from Kunstler’s FBI file;

•

Speech and court transcripts, including Kunstler’s

PoLitics on tRiaL: five faMoUs tRiaLs of the
20th centURy (NEW YORK: OCEAN PRESS, 2002)
In this book, Kunstler excerpts important details of five land-

closing argument from the wounded Knee trial
•

•

mark trials of the 20th century. The cases reviewed include
the Sacco and Vanzetti trial, the Scopes “monkey trial,” the

Scans of hate mail Kunstler received over

Scottsboro Nine trial, the trial of Julius and Ethel rosenberg

the years;

and the Engel, education and God trial.

Live online chat with the filmmakers after the East

the eMeRging PoLice state: Resisting iLLegitiMate aUthoRity (NEW YORK: OCEAN PRESS, 2004)

Coast broadcast of the film .

The Emerging Police State collects some of Kunstler’s

Film-Related Links

unpublished speeches, including transcripts of secretly
recorded speeches from Kunstler’s FBI files.

WILLIAM KUnSTLER: DISTURBIng ThE UnIVERSE
www.disturbingtheuniverse.com
The filmmakers’ website for William kunstler: Disturbing
the Universe contains additional content about the film,
trailers, a list of upcoming screenings and tips on how to
participate in promoting the film and its community
engagement campaign.
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the neW yoRK tiMes: “WORD FOR WORD/

million members and supporters are the premier advocates

WILLIAM M. KUnSTLER; MAY IT DISPLEASE ThE

for civil rights in their communities, conducting voter mobi-

COURT: QUOTATIOnS OF A RADICAL LAWYER”

lization and monitoring equal opportunity in the public and

www.nytimes.com

private sectors.

This brief article from The New York Times, written shortly

ThE AMERICAn CIVIL LIBERTIES UnIOn

after Kunstler’s death, sheds light on Kunstler’s unique, often

www.aclu.org

contradictory character and offers a raw glimpse of the distinctive views that have made him a legendary legal figure.
(Sept. 10, 1995)

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) works daily in
courts, legislatures and communities to defend and preserve
the individual rights and liberties that the Constitution and
laws of the United States guarantee everyone in the country,

Civil rights and Legal Organizations:

which includes First Amendment rights, equal protection
under the law, due process and privacy. The ACLU also

CEnTER FOR COnSTITUTIOnAL RIghTS

works to extend rights to segments of the population that

www.ccrjustice.org

traditionally have been denied their rights, including people

The Center for Constitutional rights (CCr) is dedicated to

of color; women; lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgen-

advancing and protecting the rights guaranteed by the

der people; prisoners; and people with disabilities. The web-

United States Constitution and the Universal Declaration of

site offers detailed updates on the work of the ACLU and

Human rights. Founded in 1966 by attorneys who repre-

specific ways to support its urgent action alerts.

sented civil rights movements in the South, CCr is a nonprofit legal and educational organization committed to the
creative use of law as a positive force for social change. Cit-

AMERICAn CIVIL RIghTS InSTITUTE
www.acri.org

izens can get more involved in the CCr’s work through pe-

The American Civil rights Institute (ACrI) is a nationally rec-

titions, participating in events, donations and other

ognized civil rights organization created to educate the pub-

initiatives: http://ccrjustice.org/get-involved.

lic about racial and gender preferences. ACrI’s focus is on
assisting organizations in other states with their efforts to

nATIOnAL LAWYERS gUILD

educate the public about racial and gender preferences, as-

nlg.org

sisting federal representatives with public education on the

The National Lawyers Guild looks to unite the lawyers, law

issue and monitoring implementation of and legal action in-

students, legal workers and jailhouse lawyers of the United

volving California’s Proposition 209 and Michigan’s Proposal

States in an organization that is intended to function as an

2. The website offers a detailed list of resources, including

effective political and social force in the service of the

an overview of race preference and affirmative action policy

people.

in the United States.

nAACP

CITIzEnS’ COMMISSIOn On CIVIL RIghTS

www.naacp.org

www.cccr.org

The mission of the National Association for the Advance-

The Citizens’ Commission on Civil rights is a bipartisan or-

ment of Colored People (NAACP) is to ensure the political,

ganization established in 1982 to monitor the civil rights poli-

educational, social and economic equality of rights of all per-

cies and practices of the federal government and to seek

sons and to eliminate racial hatred and racial discrimination.

ways to accelerate progress in the area of race relations and

Founded February 12, 1909, the NAACP is the oldest, largest

on other civil rights issues. The Commission’s research, re-

and most widely recognized grassroots–based civil rights or-

ports and recommendations play an important role in ad-

ganization in the United States. Today, its more than half a

vancing equal opportunity and staving off attacks on civil
rights and have a profound influence on federal education
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reform designed to provide opportunities for poor children,

Criminal Justice:

minority children, limited English proficiency children and
children with disabilities. The website features articles re-

ThE InnOCEnCE PROjECT

lated to civil-rights violations and reports that have recently

www.innocenceproject.org

been conducted and published by the Commission.

Founded in 1992 by Barry C. Scheck and Peter J. Neufeld at

the civiL Rights MoveMent in aMeRican MeMoRy
(AthENS: UNIVERSItY OF GEORGIA PRESS, 2006)

the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law at Yeshiva University to assist prisoners who could be proven innocent
through DNA testing, the Innocence Project has provided di-

In this book, editors renee Christine romano, a history pro-

rect representation or critical assistance in many cases. Vis-

fessor, and Leigh raiford, an American studies professor,

itors to the website can learn about Yusef Salaam

offer a collection of essays that examines the way the civil

(http://www.innocenceproject.org/Content/252.php), who

rights era is now remembered. The book is organized in four

is featured in the film, as well as eyewitness misidentifica-

parts: analysis of how the era is officially remembered and

tion, false confessions, government misconduct and bad

commemorated; the role of visual culture in representing the

lawyer conduct. The Innocence Project also offers 10 ways

era; elements of the movement that have been ignored in

citizens can help exonerate innocent people: http://www.in-

“official” narratives; and the way the movement is used in

nocenceproject.org/fix/what-can-I-do.php.

contemporary political struggles, including the push for gay
rights.

nATIOnAL CRIMInAL jUSTICE ASSOCIATIOn
www.ncja.org

FACIng hISTORY AnD OURSELVES
www.facinghistory.org/resources/collections/civilrights

The National Criminal Justice Association (NCJA) represents
state, tribal and local governments on crime prevention and

Since 1976, Facing History and ourselves has offered in-

crime control issues. Its members represent all facets of the

depth professional development services; curricular re-

criminal and juvenile justice community, from law enforce-

sources; and ongoing support to educators and students in

ment, corrections, prosecution, defense, courts, victim-wit-

the areas of history, social studies and language arts. The or-

ness services and educational institutions to federal, state

ganization is dedicated to helping teachers around the world

and local elected officials. The website offers information on

lead their students in a critical examination of history, with

grant opportunities, related U.S. government sites, legal in-

particular focus on genocide and mass violence. Facing His-

formation and like-minded nonprofit organizations.

tory and ourselves has many resource books, study guides,
videos, lesson plans and web links to help students explore

VERA InSTITUTE OF jUSTICE

the U.S. civil rights movement, especially as it relates to is-

www.vera.org

sues of identity, belonging, justice, memory, democracy and

The Vera Institute of Justice combines expertise in research,

civic engagement.

demonstration projects, and technical assistance to help

the neW yoRK tiMes: “RIghT TO FREE SPEECh
COLLIDES WITh FIghT AgAInST TERROR”

leaders in government and civil society improve the systems
people rely on for justice and safety. Vera is an independent,
nonpartisan, nonprofit center for justice policy and practice.

www.nytimes.com

The website hosts the organization’s blog, which was cre-

This article from The New York Times examines the struggle

ated to advance discussion about issues related to Vera’s

of addressing the legal needs of militant groups amid threats

work, and its resources section, which features interviews

of terrorism and sheds light on the ongoing challenges of in-

and leading figures in the field.

terpreting the application and reach of civil rights law in society today. (Feb. 10, 2010)

© American Documentary, Inc.

32

DISCUSSION GUIDE

POV

William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe

resOUrCes

ThE CRIME REPORT

confinement, this study finds that overrepresentation is

thecrimereport.org

often a product of actions that occur at earlier points in the

The Crime report is a unique news and multimedia information and networking resource for the changing contemporary world of crime and justice. Designed for those who want
to probe beyond the daily crime headlines and political rhetoric, it is the nation’s only comprehensive guide to all facets
of the criminal justice system. It is a collaborative effort by

juvenile justice system, such as the decision to make the initial arrest, the decision to hold a youth in detention pending
investigation, the decision to refer a case to juvenile court,
the decision to waive a case to adult court, the prosecutor’s
decision to petition a case and the judicial decision and subsequent sanction.

two national organizations that focus on encouraging quality criminal justice reporting: the Center on Media, Crime and

from Pbs/nPr:

Justice, the nation’s leading practice-oriented think tank on
crime and justice reporting, and Criminal Justice Journalists,

afRican aMeRican WoRLD:

the nation’s only membership organization of crime-beat

TIMELInE – CIVIL RIghTS ERA (1954-1971)

journalists.

www.pbs.org

ThE SEnTEnCIng PROjECT

African American World’s detailed timeline of the civil rights

www.sentencingproject.org

era offers information about the atmosphere surrounding

The Sentencing Project is a national organization working
for a fair and effective criminal justice system by promoting
reforms in sentencing law and practice and alternatives to

key civil rights cases in which william Kunstler provided representation. The timeline offers links to related PBS resources and segments on NPr

incarceration. It was founded in 1986 to provide defense

taLK of the nation: 35Th AnnIVERSARY OF ThE

lawyers with sentencing advocacy training and to reduce the

BLACK PAnThER MOVEMEnT

reliance on incarceration. As a result of The Sentencing Pro-

www.npr.org

ject’s research, publications and advocacy, many people
know that this country is the world’s leader in incarceration,
that one in three young black men is under control of the
criminal justice system, that five million Americans can’t vote
because of felony convictions and that thousands of women
and children have lost welfare, education and housing benefits as the result of convictions for minor drug offenses.

Talk of the Nation interviews Bobby Seale, founder and former chair of the Black Panther Party, and Earl Neil, pastoral
assistant at Trinity Episcopal Church, washington, D.C., and
the priest at St. Augustine’s in oakland, California, where the
Panthers met from 1967 to 1973. (Aug. 29, 2001)

neWs & notes: IOWA COnSIDERIng RACIAL

anD JUstice foR soMe: DiffeRentiaL tReatMent

IMPACT In SEnTEnCIng LAWS

of yoUth of coLoR in the JUstice systeM

www.npr.org

(JAN. 2007)

News & Notes host Farai Chideya talks with Iowa governor

www.nccd-crc.org
This report, produced by the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency, examines data and the juvenile court processing system to explore the disproportionate representation

Chet Culver about a new law, that requires lawmakers to
consider the impact proposed sentencing laws will have on
racial and ethnic groups in Iowa. It applies to crime, parole
and probation issues. (May 1, 2008)

of racial and ethnic minorities found at all levels of the juvenile justice system. while public attention has tended to
focus on the disproportionate number of youth of color in

© American Documentary, Inc.

33

DISCUSSION GUIDE

William Kunstler: Disturbing the Universe

POV

resOUrCes

historical background
for selected events and issues:
Vietnam war protests – See outreach and educational
materials developed for the PoV film the Camden 28:
www.pbs.org/pov/camden28
Housing discrimination – See outreach and educational
materials developed for the film race: The Power of An
Illusion, especially Episode 3: www.pbs.org/race
Civil rights - See outreach and educational materials
developed for the PoV film revolution ’67:
www.pbs.org/pov/revolution67 or the PBS American
Experience series Eyes on the Prize:
www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/eyesontheprize
Black Panthers - See outreach and educational materials
developed for the PoV film a Panther in africa
www.pbs.org/pov/apantherinafrica
Attica – See materials developed for the PBS American
Experience documentary The Rockefellers:
www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/rockefellers/sfeature/sf_5.html

selected books by William kunstler
Deep in My Heart (william Morrow, 1966)
My Life as a Radical Lawyer with Sheila Isenberg
(Carol Publishing, 1994)
Politics on Trial (ocean Press, 2002)
The Emerging Police State: Resisting Illegitimate Authority
(ocean Press, 2004)
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hOW tO bUy the fiLm

To order William kunstler: Disturbing the Universe
for home video use go to http://www.shoppbs.org

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.
and beginning its 23rd season on PBS in
2010, the award-winning PoV series is the
longest-running showcase on American television to feature the
work of today’s best independent documentary filmmakers. Airing June through September, with primetime specials during the
year, PoV has brought more than 300 acclaimed documentaries
to millions nationwide and has a webby Award-winning online
series, POV's Borders. Since 1988, PoV has pioneered the art of
presentation and outreach using independent nonfiction media
to build new communities in conversation about today's most
pressing social issues. More information is available at
www.pbs.org/pov.

Major funding for PoV is provided by PBS, The John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, National Endowment for
the Arts, The Educational Foundation of America, New York
State Council on the Arts, New York City Department of Cultural
Affairs, The Fledgling Fund, FACT and public television viewers.
Funding for PoV's Diverse Voices Project is provided by the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, The Andy warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, and the rockefeller Brothers Fund.
Special support provided by the Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences. PoV is presented by a consortium of public
television stations, including KCET Los Angeles, wGBH Boston
and THIrTEEN in association with wNET.orG.
American Documentary, Inc. www.amdoc.org

Pov interactive www.pbs.org/pov
PoV’s award-winning web department produces special features for every PoV presentation, extending the life of our films
through filmmaker interviews, story updates, podcasts, streaming video and community-based and educational content that
involves viewers in activities and feedback. PoV Interactive also
produces our web-only showcase for interactive storytelling,
POV’s Borders. In addition, the POV Blog is a gathering place for
documentary fans and filmmakers to discuss and debate their
favorite films, get the latest news and link to further resources.
The PoV website, blog and film archives form a unique and extensive online resource for documentary storytelling.

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company
dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary
stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in
mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public
culture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities around socially relevant content on television, online and in
community settings. These activities are designed to trigger
action, from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and community participation. Simon Kilmurry is executive
director of American Documentary | POV; Cynthia Lopez is
executive vice president.

POV Community Engagement and Education
PoV works with local PBS stations, educators and community
organizations to present free screenings and discussion events
to inspire and engage communities in vital conversations about
our world. As a leading provider of quality nonfiction programming for use in public life, PoV offers an extensive menu of resources, including free discussion guides and curriculum-based
lesson plans. In addition, POV’s Youth Views works with youth
organizers and students to provide them with resources and
training so they may use independent documentaries as a catalyst for social change.

Front cover: william Kunstler, Chicago 7 attorney,
Pittsburgh, PA, october 22, 1970.
Photo courtesy of David Fenton
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