English 205-R: “BAD JEWS”: 

An exploration of Jewish characters whose actions seem to strain 
at the limits of Jewish faith, propriety, or collective identity
Class Time: TR, 2:00-3:15
Classroom: MM 205
Professor: Ranen Omer-Sherman 
Office: 401 Ashe Building 
Office Hours: TR, 10:00-11:30
(and by appointment) 
Email: rosherman@miami.edu 
Office Tel.: (305) 284-4072

Titles for Purchase:

Alderman, Naomi. Disobedience
Goodman, Allegra. Kaaterskill Falls
Khazzoom, Loolwa. The Flying Camel
Kushner, Tony. Angels in America: Parts One & Two
Mandelman, Avner. Talking to the Enemy
Oz, Amos. Panther in the Basement
Roth, Philip. Goodbye Columbus
_________. Portnoy’s Complaint
Sfar, Joann. The Rabbi’s Cat
Zelitch, Simone. Moses in Sinai
Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until the 

Rising of dawn…

And the man said: “Let me go, for dawn has broken,” and

Jacob said: “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”

And he said to him: “What is your name? and he replied

“Jacob.”

And he said: “You will no longer be called Jacob, but Israel,

Because you have wrestled with God and with men.”





Genesis 32: 25-29

Course Description:
Jacob’s battle with the angel was neither the first nor the last of the struggles of the Jewish conscience. But it poetically captures the constant battle of the Jewish soul. It places the boundaries between obedience and disobedience, between unquestioning obligation and exuberant rebellion into sharp clarity.
In this course we will examine an exhilarating variety of “Bad Jews”—heretics, disobedient sons and daughters, freedom-seekers, sexual transgressors, and others whose restless questioning and sometimes deeply flawed characters who flawed characters have enlivened the pages of modern Jewish literature. Intriguingly, there is an ancient concept in Judaism that illuminates the maverick nature of these literary figures. The yetser ha’ra, the bad impulse within us, is a source of both immoral passions and an impetus to creativity (it opposes the yetser tov, the good and proper impulse). Paradoxically, this traditional paradigm seems to imply that our worst trait can be the seed of our most positive or redemptive qualities. Indeed, a Talmudic legend tells of men from a great synagogue who wanted to kill the wild yetser hara. They captured it and locked it up for three days. But during that time, not a single new egg hatched anywhere in the land. The men understood that the yetser hara was the source of procreation—without it, there could be no creative life force. The ancient rabbis of the Talmud concluded the yetzer ha’rah is tov me’od—very good. This is even exhibited in Jewish American contributions to popular culture. If you are a diehard Trekkie then you are probably familiar with an episode lesson from the original program, in which the transporter malfunctions and Captain Kirk is accidentally split into two versions of himself—one of them being perfectly good and the other perfectly evil. In the script’s resolution of this dilemma, a distinctly Jewish ethos prevails, namely that the individual cannot function without both of these two impulses, and that, when channeled in the right way, it is a creative drive.
So the difficult question seems to rest on the delicate matter of balance—just how does the individual harmonize these two contesting paradigms? In struggling with that challenge, Jewish writers have created some of the most culturally visionary and psychologically insightful narratives of contemporary literature.

Note: Students with little Jewish background may want to read an introductory work such as Stephen Einstein’s excellent Every Person’s Guide to Judaism, especially in the early weeks of the class (This is not a requirement).

This is a useful site for anyone interested in general information about Jewish religious beliefs and practices as well as culture, including contemporary literature: 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/index.htm?source=jlists
Note: Free tutoring for the crucial writing component of this course is available throughout the semester in the Writing Center, located at 5225 Ponce de Leon. Extra credit will be granted to students who take advantage of this resource.

All cell phones and beepers MUST BE TURNED OFF during class.

Grading Policy:

Attendance, position papers, and participation
20%

Regular attendance is critical. Active participation in class discussion is also essential to your success in this course. Please note that no more than 3 unexcused absences will be allowed and more will be grounds for lowering your course grade. After five, the student fails the course. Any questions about this policy should be raised with me as early as possible.

Position papers
 

When these are assigned, come to class on the due date with a short paper (2 pages, 11-font) addressing your impressions of the reading we are doing. Take an interpretive position on that week's readings based on my question.  The papers should not involve outside research, but they must have a clear thesis statement supported by a logical argument and backed up with evidence from the texts under analysis.  Position papers will be assigned from time to time as the basis of class discussion the day they are due; extensions will be granted only for late credit.

Midterm Essay Exam 
40%

My Comments on Your Midterm Papers: You must be willing to take both the positive and negative reactions gracefully. Positive reactions don’t make you a genius, and negative ones don’t brand you a fool. All they do is point out how and why an essay managed to communicate or failed to communicate what you intended. All reactions teach you something, so try to learn from them. More information on grading criteria appears below.

Essays and position papers must be typed.
Final exam:
40%

The comprehensive exam will be discussed in class.

Class discussion: This class will meet twice a week in both discussion and lecture format.  Most of that time will be devoted to discussing the assigned texts, occasionally in small groups.  In these discussions, you will be asked to raise questions, pose problems, interpret material, and debate and argue over the possible implications of what we’ve read. It is essential that you be well prepared for each day’s discussion.

Paper Submission Guidelines For ALL WRITTEN WORK: 

· All assignments prepared outside of class must be typed.  

· Please use a 11 or 12pt, readable font such as Times, Times New Roman, Courier, or Arial, using a font that makes your writing difficult to read is counterproductive. 

· Title all your essays, left-justify the text and use 1-inch margins.  

· Number the pages.  

· Reference all quotations with parenthetical citations and remember to italicize book titles, short fiction in quotes, etc. Example: (Amichai, 114) or (Poems, 126) or (“Short Story” 22).

Essay Grades: You should also be aware that I have high expectations for all members of this class.  In my opinion, a “B” is a very respectable grade, and indicates work well done. I reserve “A”s for those who perform exceptionally well, in effort as well as achievement, in written as well as oral work. Following is a general outline of how I determine essay grades. Please note that this outline in no way serves as a contract. Essay grades should be viewed as a continuum between the qualities listed in A and the deficiencies listed in D.  The qualities in the A category are those which will pull an essay’s grade up; similarly, the deficiencies listed in the D category will pull the grade down.  Thus the existence of intermediary grades C and B, + and -.  Note that C is deemed the average grade.  

A The truly excellent essay: shows unusual polish and style; presents a fresh, highly original approach to its subject; integrates and interprets quotations seamlessly to support assertions; avoids clichés; presents controversial or unorthodox ideas successfully; has an absence of mechanical and grammatical flaws; displays an adept use of language; has a strong opening which entices the reader to continue and a conclusion which leaves the reader in command of the essay's implications; is well structured; and displays a comfortable, readable, mature writing style.  After reading, the reader feels that they have learned something and is ready to read the essay again.

B  An above average essay presents an interesting point of view and shows attention to the use of language or to structuring the essay and contains a minimum of technical errors.  Little is included to distract or disturb the reading process.  Reading is a pleasure.
C The average essay meets the assignment and has a clear purpose (thesis) that is supported by the body of the essay.   Some technical and/or structural flaws may be present. The paper is often too vague or general and does not use examples or quotations from the text adequately. The reader is not instructed and is not tempted to read the paper again.

D  The below average essay fails to make its point, or the purpose of the essay is unclear.  The essay may also contain a combination of the following deficiencies: failure to respond to constructive advice offered by instructor; highly clichéd writing; has incoherent structure; contains logical contradictions; does not meet minimum page length or other specific assignment requirements; preaches rather than persuades; does not provide adequate evidence (including quotation of text) to support its assertions.

F  Failure results from and egregious combination of the errors listed in D above.  Failure to turn assignment in. Disregard of assignment instructions.

Please be assured that I want all students to learn and receive the best grade for their work. 

So please make an appointment and see me should you have difficulty with your work in the course.

Course Schedule:

This syllabus is only a close approximation of how the course will be structured.  I reserve the right to reschedule readings, films, and activities, but for the most part we will follow the order mapped out here. Reading assignments are provided the date before the session they will be discussed. You must also check the Blackboard site and course emails regularly. 

Calendar

Aug 23 Introduction; handouts of “What is Jewish in Jewish Literature: A Symposium,” and “Orthodox Paradox” by Noah Feldman
Aug 28 discuss “What is Jewish in Jewish Literature” and “Orthodox Paradox”; read Roth’s Goodbye Columbus (title story only)
Aug 30 discuss “Goodbye Columbus”; read “Conversion of the Jews” & “Eli the Fanatic”
Sep 4 discuss “Conversion of the Jews” & “Eli the Fanatic”; read Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint
Sep 6 discuss Portnoy’s Complaint
Sep 11 view film documentary A Life Apart: Hasidism in America; read Goodman’s Kaaterskill Falls
Sep 13 No class scheduled: Rosh Hashanah

Sep 18 discuss Kaaterskill Falls
Sep 20 discuss Kaaterskill Falls; read Alderman’s Disobedience
Sep 25 discuss Disobedience
Sep 27 view film documentary Trembling Before God
Oct 2 discuss Trembling Before God; read Kushner’s Angels in America, Part One
Oct 4 discuss Angels in America; read Part Two
Oct 9 discuss Angels in America; view selections of HBO production; read Zelitch’s Moses in Sinai
Oct 11 discuss ancient/contemporary tradition of midrash & Moses in Sinai; midterm distributed
Oct 16 discuss Moses in Sinai; read Oz’s Panther in the Basement
Oct 18 discuss Panther in the Basement
Oct 23 discuss Panther in the Basement; if time allows view excerpts from interview with Oz
Oct 25 view film Wooden Gun
Oct 30 discuss Wooden Gun; read Mandelman’s Talking to the Enemy (assigned stories will be announced)
Nov 1 discuss Talking to the Enemy; 
Nov 6 view & discuss film documentary The Transparent Kipa; read Sfar’s The Rabbi’s Cat
Nov 8 discuss The Rabbi’s Cat
Nov 13 discuss The Rabbi’s Cat; read Khazzoom’s The Flying Camel (assigned essays will be announced)

Nov 15 discuss The Flying Camel; read selected essays from The Modern Jewish Girl’s Guide to Guilt distributed in class (Ayelet Waldman’s “Land of My Father”& Pearl Gluck’s “Shtreimel Envy”); Final essay assignment distributed
Nov 20 discuss assigned essays by Waldman & Gluck from The Modern Jewish Girl’s Guide to Guilt
Thanksgiving Recess

Nov 27 evaluations
Nov 29 Last class; papers due
Preliminary Guidelines for Literary Analysis:

An analysis of a literary work is the result of the process of separating it into its parts in order to study the whole.  Typically, you must break a text down into various parts and then select a single aspect (or set of aspects) for close study.  Often what you are analyzing is one of the elements of form (narrative style, characterization, dialogue, setting, symbolism, etc.), the treatment of a theme or issue, and/or the relationship between an element of form and a theme. You cannot possibly analyze every word of a literary work.  You might begin with a general idea, or arrive at one by thinking about some smaller detail that catches your attention.  Regardless of where you start to write critically, and how your various drafts progress, your final draft will present a general thesis statement that is developed through the analysis of a particular part (or particular parts) of the text(s) being analyzed.  As you develop your analysis, it is crucial that you quote examples from the text to support your main points.  After each quote indicate the source using a parenthetical reference, e.g.:  (Oz, 21) or (Panther, 45).  Every time you use a quotation, comment on it to integrate it smoothly into your discussion. It can help you develop your ideas to imagine how your reader might disagree with your thesis and supporting points and to use whatever methods and strategies you can (making judicious use of textual support) to persuade the reader, or at least encourage him/her to take your opinion seriously. Finally, you will turn in a much stronger essay if, once you’ve written a complete draft, you let it rest for a while, and then give it a fresh critical reading and do more final editing.

More will be said about this as the semester unfolds.

