English 404
Introduction to Jewish Studies

Instructor Information:

Instructor: Dr. Brent M. Blackwell, Ph.D.
Office: RB 392

Office Hours: TR 9:30-10:45; and by appointment.

Office Phone: 285-0022

Home Phone: (317) 776-2178

Email: bmblackwell@bsu.edu
Course Website: www.brentmblackwell.com
Required Texts:

The Tanakh.  New York: Jewish Publication Society.

Dorff, Elliot N.  Matters of Life and Death: a Jewish Approach to Modern Medical Ethics.  Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2003.

-----.  and Louis E. Newman, Eds.  Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices: Body.  Philadelphia: JPS, 2008.
Roraback, Amanda.  Israel-Palestine in a Nutshell.  Santa Monica, CA: Enisen, 2006.
Sachar, Howard M.  The Course of Modern Jewish History.  New Revised Edition.  New York: Vintage, 1990.

Shakespeare, William.  The Merchant of Venice.

Shanks, Hershel, Ed.  Ancient Israel: A Short History from Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the Temple.  Third Edition.  Englewood, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995.

Wylen, Stephen M.  Settings of Silver: an Introduction to Judaism.  New York: Paulist Press, 1989.

  Course Description:


This course is a multidisciplinary introduction to Jewish Studies.  Over the course of the semester we will explore the anthropological, historical, literary, political, and religious foundations of what it meant and continues to mean to be Jewish.  Our readings will include primary and secondary sources on such topics as: the Hebrew language and monotheism, Diaspora, Anti-Semitism, Zionism, the Holocaust, the State of Israel, and Jewish identity.  Though an introduction, students are expected to have completed at least one upper-division course in any field from the college of the Sciences and Humanities.  

In this course, our focus will be an examination of the particularly Jewish concept of Ethics—the relationships between and among human beings, which is quite different from a Christian concept of Morality—the relationship between God and Man.  Central to the Jewish concept of Ethics is recognizing what French Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas calls the “Otherness of the Other”—the absolute difference between every human being’s existence (not just their experience).  It is from the Jewish concept of Ethics that René Girard’s notion of the scapegoat and Walter Lippmann’s concept of the stereotype emerges in the mid Twentieth century, both of which are crucial to understanding the function of the Jewish people in Western, that is to say Christian, society.  

In Western culture, Jews (not necessarily Judaism) have served as the Other, the Scapegoat, the Stereotype.  Traditionally, Jews have been the hidden, suppressed, forgotten, ghosts of our Christian past.  But it is no accident that Lippmann and Girard’s theories emerge when they do: one just before the Nazi seizure of power, the other shortly after their defeat), as the Nazis would bring this traditional concept of the Jew in Western Society to its horrific and, arguably, inevitable end.  The Nazi Holocaust or Shoah (Hebrew for “destruction” or “desolation”) did not eradicate Jewishness from the face of Western culture, but instead dispersed it, like the ashes of the roughly six million Jewish bodies they murdered, to the four winds—winds that now blow to every shore and touch ever culture.  However, the result is not what the Nazis had in mind, for this dispersion actually strengthened, rather than weakened Jewishness.  

The Jewishness that survived the flames of Auschwitz is unlike the Jewishness that preceded it, as Auschwitz and the Shoah are what I call Plague events—events that radically alter the way we perceive and understand reality so much that after such an event, we think categorically differently about the world.  The kind of Jewishness that survived the Nazi onslaught has yet to be fully theorized.  Only its religious dimensions have been mapped in any great detail.  

My desire is that this course will be part of the first step taken at Ball State towards exploring this new territory.  If we define Jewishness only along biological lines, as Orthodox Jews today do, then their story is true: Jews are disappearing faster than they are reproducing, and the 21st century will see the statistical end of the Jewish people in America.  But American Jewish culture today is stark proof that Jewishness is much more than a biological category.  In this course, we will explore the ways in which Jews, particularly Western, Americanized Jews move beyond the role of victim, stereotype, and ghost.     

Course Policies:

Attendance/Participation:


Not Applicable.  This semester there are just four of you, plus me.  
Grading:
The assignments in this course consist of three unit papers, to be chosen by the student, plus a midterm and a final paper.
A topic as large and as diverse as the study of the Jewish people from time immemorial to now (5768 years to orthodox Jews) does not lend itself to easy summation.  While much of what we study this semester can be measured objectively to a certain extent, there are also parts of our study that are more subjective.  The history, customs, beliefs, and practices of the Jews, though always a product of negotiation and even argument amongst Jews themselves, exist in a world of facts: of rights and wrongs.  But when we deal with areas such as literature and politics, such objective frameworks fail to measure significance. 

Therefore, the Midterm will cover the more objective portion of our study this semester, which we will be covering in the first half of the semester, The Final Paper will be your chance to engage with one issue we touch on in the second half of the semester. 

Scale:

The grading scale is the standard BSU scale:

A = 93-100

A- = 90-92

B+ = 87-89

B = 84-86

B- = 80-83

C+ = 77-79

C = 74-76

C- = 70-73

Breakdown:

Midterm: 


20%

Final Paper:


20%

Three Unit Papers:

60%


____________________________


Total:



100%

Plagiarism:


In accordance with the rules and guidelines of the BSU student Handbook and in accordance with the Dean of Students, plagiarism (intentional or not) will result in the student failing the course, and may lead to expulsion from the university.

Syllabus:

Unit One: The History of the Jews


Readings
Week One:  From Negative Infinity to Moses

8/25
Intro to Course: Minority Politics 

None

8/27
Beginnings to the Exodus


Shanks: Ch. 1 & 2

Week Two:  From Disagreements to Maimonides

9/1
A Divided Kingdom to the Second Temple
Shanks: Chs. 5 & 8

9/3
Medieval Judaism



Wylen: Chs. 15 & 16 

Week Three: French Revolution to the Pale

9/8
Enlightenment and Emancipation

Sachar: Chs. 1, 2, 3

9/10
Russian Jewry




Sachar: Chs. 9, 12

Week Four:  The Nazis and their ‘Solution’

9/15
Nazism and the Jewish Question

Sachar: Ch. 20

9/17
The Holocaust




Sachar: Ch. 21

Week Five: The State of Israel

9/22
The Birth of Israel to the Six Day War
Roraback: Israel Half
9/24
Form the ‘67 War to the 1990’s

Roraback: Palestine Half
Unit One Paper Due

Unit Two: Jewish Religion and Ritual

Week Six:  Ancient Religion and Henothiesm

9/29
Jewishness and Torah



Wylen: Chs. 1 & 2

10/1
Monotheism




Wylen: Chs. 3 & 4

Week Seven: Practices

10/6
Beliefs





Wylen: Chs. 5-7

10/8
Festivals




Wylen: Chs. 8-11

Week Eight:  Americanized Judaism

10/13
Branches




Wylen: Ch. 20

10/15
Extra
Unit Two Paper Due

Unit Three: Jewish Literature

Week Nine: the Texts
10/20
Texts
10/22
Talmud




Wylen Chs. 12-14
Week Ten: 
10/27
Genesis




Chs. 1-11, 37-50
10/29
Exodus




Chs. 1-14, 19-24
Week Eleven: Antisemitism?

11/3
MOV





Acts 1-5
11/5
MOV





Acts 1-5
Week Twelve: Outsider Issues

11/10
Antisemitism




Sachar Ch. 11, Wylen Ch 21
11/12
Zionsim




Sachar Ch 13, Wylen Ch 22
Unit Three Paper Due

Unit Four: Jewish Politics and Issues

Week Thirteen: Israel-Palestine Issues
11/17
Issues





Handouts
11/19
Issues





Handouts
Week Fourteen:  Israeli-Palestinian Issues

11/24
FRUESDAY
11/26
THANKSGIVING
Week Fifteen:  Jewish Bioethics

12/1
Beginning of Life Issues


Dorff: Chs. 2, 5, pp.139-151 

12/3
End of Life Issues



Dorff: Ch. 8, pp. 267-272

Week Sixteen:  Case Study: Jews and Tattoos
12/8
Precedents





Body Part I: Tattoos 

12/10
Modern Tattoos




Body Part II: Jews and
Tattoos
