	
  

Syllabus: Special Topics: Judaism, Gender, Environment
ES 390 SJ 395 REL 395 WOM 395
Dr. Jodi Eichler-Levine
Office: Swart 320

Religious Studies/Women’s Studies

eichlerj@uwosh.edu

Class meets: Swart 2

Fall 2012

920-424-7307 @jeichlerlevine (Twitter)

Wed 3-6 PM

COURSE OBJECTIVES
In this course, students will examine how Jewish ideas about nature and
environmentalism have intersected with issues of gender in a wide variety of ways.
Through four course modules on Land, Season, Food, and Water, we will explore a wide
variety of Jewish practices, histories, and ideas about gender and sustainability.
On a symbolic level, Jewish values about the environment are often constructed in
connection with metaphors about the natural world, which are deeply gendered; this
focus on feminizing the earth and the seasons has also been a major part of Jewish
feminist spirituality and is worthy of careful interrogation. Secondly, Jewish women have
played a major role in environmental activism in America and in Israel, two histories that
we will explore. We will also consider how recent developments in Jewish liturgy, ritual,
and theology relate to issues of consumption, “eco-kashrut,” animal rights, and
contemporary ritual.
SO, NU, WHY IS THIS COURSE USEFUL?
This new course is cross-listed in four different programs: Environmental Studies, Social
Justice, Religious Studies, and Women’s Studies. It’s a good example of
interdisciplinary work in the liberal arts—which is a big fancy way of saying that it
asks you to exercise your brain in many different directions. Academic departments and
programs developed with the rise of the research university model in the nineteenth
century. While separate departments are helpful for focusing on a given topic or learning
specific disciplines and methods of thinking (example: historians learn to think about
and ethically research the past), the world is not actually divided up into disciplines. It is
messy and complex.
This course will ask you to think about gender, justice, sustainability, and religion all
together. It will ask you to develop critical thinking, writing, speaking, and teamwork
skills that will serve you in any field. It will demand that you ask questions about big
issues—the environment, ethics, women’s experiences—that are relevant for everyone’s
personal life, civic life, and professional life. I’m not usually one for generalizations, but:
everyone does gender. Everyone lives on the earth (at the moment). Everyone confronts
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religions in some way, whatever their personal practices or beliefs. Everyone has a stake
in questions of social justice.
ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING
1) In class writing and quizzes/attendance and participation: You will write
something in class during most weeks of the semester. This might be a credit/no-credit
reflection, a pop quiz on the reading, a short essay, or another assignment. You are also
responsible for attending class weekly, with the readings in hand and prepared, and to
participate in class discussions. I will drop the lowest grade in this category. Since this
class meets just once per week, everyone gets two free absences, no questions asked; if
you miss more than two classes, it will have a very detrimental affect on your
participation grade.
VALUE: 20% of final grade
2) Reflections: At the end of each module, as well as at the end of our first week’s
introductory readings, you will submit an approximately 4 page reflection (typed, doublespaced, 12 pt font) on what you learned during the unit, including specific references to
readings and classwork. What did you learn during the module? How, if at all, did it
change your thinking on that topic? What further questions did it provoke for the future?
What ethical issues did the unit raise, and how would you resolve them, or work towards
solutions? Further details are available on Desire to Learn.
Reflections are due on the following dates; always Mondays at 11 a.m. to the Dropbox.
Reflection 1 (Introductory Material): September 17
Reflection 2 (Module 1: Land): October 8
Reflection 3 (Module 2: Seasons): October 29
Reflection 4 (Module 3: Food): November 26
Reflection 5 (Module 4: Water): December 10

VALUE: 30% of final grade (Five reflections, each worth 6% of final grade)
3) Research and Eco-Seder Presentations: Students will work on creative research
papers and presentations. The presentations, which will mimic ritual forms, will take
place during our culminating “Eco-Seder.” Students will need to use at least 4 scholarly
peer-reviewed sources for their research. The topics are open (I will provide some
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suggestions), but this assignment will require you to demonstrate an understanding of the
idea of intersectionality: how gender, race, class, environment, ability, and/or a host of
other facts are related in the lives of individuals and communities.
VALUE: Proposal for research and form of presentation: 10 % of final grade
Due: 10/12 (Friday) 10 am
Research paper: 20% of final grade
Due: 12/4 (Tuesday) 10 am
Presentation at and preparation for the eco-seder: 20% of final grade
Due date: 12/12 in class; some text might be due earlier, TBD
Final Grade Scale:
Out of 100 possible points:
A 93-100
A- 90-92
B+ 87-89

B 83-86
B- 80-82
C+ 77-79

C 73-76
C- 70-72
D+ 67-69

D 63-66
D- 60-62
F below 60

EXTRA CREDIT
If you attend an official on-campus event that relates in some way to religion, women,
gender, sustainability, sexuality, class, or race (example: a speaker hosted by the
Religious Studies club or the Women’s Advocacy Council; parts of the Earth Charter
week, etc.) and write and submit a 2-3 page summary of your reactions to the event (with
good detail—a vague write-up that just says “I liked the speaker” will make me question
whether or not you have attended), you may submit it to the Extra Credit dropbox
anytime before December 10, 2012 at 11 pm. For each extra credit paper, you may
receive up to 5 extra points on your research paper or final presentation score (these are
scored on a 100 pts scale). You may submit no more than two extra credit papers.

CLASS POLICIES AND FUN WITH BUREAUCRACY
1. READ THE SYLLABUS.
2. Be civil. This doesn’t mean that in class we don’t engage in vigorous debate and state
our opinions. We can also be humorous. It does mean that we do so with decorum and
without slurs or demeaning language.
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Example of a civil question: “I don’t understand why some Orthodox Jewish women use
the ritual bath each month after menstruation. How do they feel about it? I would feel
uncomfortable if I did that. Why do they continue with such an old practice? What is its
meaning for them?”
This question is critical but also raises an intellectual point.
Example of a not civil question: “It’s lame that some Jewish women still visit the ritual
bath! What a gross, outdated idea.”
This question uses imprecise language (“lame,” “gross”) and just complains; it
doesn’t raise an intellectual point.
3. EPortfolio: You will upload at least one of your assignments this semester to your
ePortfolio, which is embedded in Desire to Learn. The ePortfolio allows you to keep a
nice online file of your work from throughout your college career. We will discuss the
ePortfolio and learn how to use it in class.
4. E-mail (your uwosh.edu account) is an official form of class business. This means that
I expect you to check it daily on weekdays and to read my e-mails, as they are official
class announcements. I usually replicate those announcements on Desire to Learn so if
you accidentally delete an e-mail, you can always check our D2L page. E-mail is also an
excellent way to reach me, but you should remember to: 1) always identify who you are
and what course you are taking in your e-mail! And 2) understand that I receive a high
volume of mail so it may take me up to 24 hours to respond (longer on weekends and
Jewish holy days, or if I am attending a conference), and plan accordingly.
5. Intercultural difference can be challenging but rewarding. Both within our class
discussions and in the extra-credit on-campus activities, you will encounter people whose
backgrounds and/or views are different from your own. This can sometimes be
uncomfortable. Much like a challenging physical exercise (i.e., sit ups), that discomfort
can be productive, causing us to build our empathy muscles (rather than our core
abdominal muscles).
6. Plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty are not cool and not tolerated.
You can always ASK QUESTIONS about plagiarism and how to avoid it; you may not
commit it. Plagiarism and other forms of cheating may lead to re-doing or FAILING an
assignment or even the entire course.
Details on academic dishonesty can be found in this PDF from the Dean of Students
office.
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ACADEMIC RESOURCES: USE THEM
The UW Oshkosh Writing Center
Even the strongest writers need second opinions.
Polk Library.
It’s awesome. Ask a librarian, in person, by phone, or online. Find great
resources. Study with friends.
Undergraduate Advising Resource Center (UARC)
Learn about different majors, get advice about registration, and more.
Center for Academic Resources
Get tutoring support.

TEXTBOOKS
The following three required texts are available for purchase at University Books and
More in Reeve Union (or at the online bookseller of your choice). There will also be
many required readings on E-Reserve—all indicated in the schedule below.
Ellen Bernstein, ed. Ecology and the Jewish Spirit: Where Nature and the Sacred Meet
(Jewish Lights Publishing, 2000)
Jill Hammer, The Jewish Book of Days (The Jewish Publication Society, 2006)
Roberta Kalechofsky, Animal Suffering and the Holocaust: The Problem with
Comparisons (Micah Publications, 2003)
Additional readings and viewings are available on E-Reserve and online.

WEEKLY CLASS READINGS AND SCHEDULE
Readings are to be completed before the class date for which they are assigned.
Key to abbreviations:
TB=textbook
ER=E-Reserve via Polk Library website
OL=online (link provided in syllabus)
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Sept 5: First class. Introductions; icebreakers; primers on key terms and histories
Sept 12: Introductory Readings
Zelig Golden, “Earth-Based Judaism: Reclaiming Our Roots, Reconnecting to Nature.”
Zeek: A Journal of Jewish Thought and Culture.” 9 July 2010 (ER)
Have Tirosh Samuelson, “Religion, Ecology, and Gender: A Jewish Perspective.”
Feminist Theology 13:3 (2005), 373-398 (ER)
Irene Diamond and David Seidenberg, “Sensuous Minds and the Possibilities of a Jewish
Ecofeminist Practice,” in Roger S. Gottlieb, ed., This Sacred Earth, 438-448 (ER)
MODULE 1: LAND
Sept 19: Ellen Bernstein, Ecology and the Jewish Spirit, 15-94, 172-179, 185-189 (TB)
Sept 26: NO CLASS: YOM KIPPUR (JEWISH DAY OF ATONEMENT). In lieu of
class, learn more about Passover and Tu B’shvat seders in preparation for our
collaborative Eco-Seder by watching the following videos:
Watch this video about the seder plate
Watch this funny take on Queen: “Passover Rhapsody”
All About the Tu B’shvat seder (long: 38 minutes)
Post a one-paragraph reaction to these videos on the appropriate discussion board—this
will count as an “in-class” assignment.
Reading for this week: Bernstein, 95-154 (On sacred time—this will help you to think
about the holidays, too, and prepare us for the seasons unit).

Oct 3: Thinking about land in Israel and Palestine
Mark A. Raider and Miriam Raider-Roth, eds., The Plough Woman: Records of the
Pioneer Women of Palestine, a Critical Edition 109-115, 120-123, 126-34 (ER)
Judith Buber Agassi, “The Status of Women in Kibbutz Society,” in Esther Fuchs, Israeli
Women’s Studies: A Reader (Rutgers University Press, 2005), 171-180 (ER)

6

	
  

Lila Abu-Lughod, “The Active Social Life of ‘Muslim Women’s Rights,’: A Plea for
Ethnography, Not Polemic, with Cases from Egypt and Palestine.” Journal of Middle
East Women’s Studies 6:1 (Winter 2010), 1-34 (ER)

MODULE 2: SEASONS
Oct 10: Arthur Green, “A Kabbalah for the Environmental Age,” in Judaism and
Ecology: Created World and Revealed Word, 3-16 (ER)
Robin Lillian, “Jewish Feminism and the Environment.” (OL)
Jill Hammer, The Jewish Book of Days, 1-123 (TB)
Oct 17 Hammer, The Jewish Book of Days, 124-269 (TB)
Oct 24 Hammer, The Jewish Book of Days, 270-428 (TB)
An important note about Hammer and this unit: Yes, this is a 428-page book. You’ll
notice that it is different from an academic book—it’s very much a primary text that we
can analyze/deconstruct, and each page is short. Although many Hebrew terms in the text
will be unfamiliar to you, try not to focus on memorizing them (she provides
translations): what I’m looking for you to do is an artful quick read. What I want you to
get out of this is a sense of how Hammer, who is a feminist, environmentalist rabbi,
connects the seasons of the Jewish year with land, time, women’s experience (especially
fecundity and infertility), and ethics. Of course, I want to hear your own reactions to the
text. We’ll do quite a lot with specific pages of the book in class, so be sure (as always)
to bring it with you.
Hammer draws heavily on biblical stories. It might be helpful to bring a bible (any
edition/translation) and/or a laptop (lots of bibles online) to class during this module.

MODULE 3: FOOD
Oct 31 Arthur Waskow, “What is Eco-Kosher?,” in Roger S. Gottlieb, ed., This Sacred
Earth: Religion, Nature, Environment (Second Edition), 273-276 (ER)
Roberta Kalechofsky, Animal Suffering and the Holocaust, 1-24 (TB)
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Nov 7: Kalechofsky, Animal Suffering the Holocaust, 25-58 (TB)
Andrew Linzey and Dan Cohn-Sherbok, After Noah: Animals and the Liberation of
Theology, 1-34 (ER)
Nov 14: Micah Becker-Klein, “Micro-Shechitah: Local, Seasonal, Organic, and Kosher.”
(ER)
Bernstein, 157-159, 190-249 (TB)
MODULE 4: WATER
Nov 28 Rahel Wasserfal, “Introduction: Menstrual Blood into Jewish Blood,” in Women
and Water: Menstruation in Jewish Life and Law, 1-18 (ER)
Naomi Marmon, “Reflections on Contemporary Miqveh Practice,” in ibid, 231-254 (ER)
Dec 5
Read the texts on Jewish perspectives on water at the Coalition on the Environment and
Jewish Life. (OL)
Class time to prepare for next week’s Eco-Seder….
Dec 12

Class Eco-Seder: Food, ritual, and presentations!

During our final class period, we will hold a mock “eco-seder” during which we will each
present our research and reflections on Jewish issues around the environment and
sustainability. Please note that using the form of a religious ritual does not entail enacting
a religion in the classroom. Think of it like Model UN: if you represent Zimbabwe at a
Model UN convention, you will learn a lot about Zimbabwe and ways to imagine
yourself into the diplomatic world, but you have not actually changed your citizenship.
That’s part of the nature of the eco-seder-- to learn a lot about a Jewish ritual by
preparing for a mock version of one-- but the research and ideas you present will be
yours.
We may invite guests---other professors, staff, and students—from throughout the
university so that they can share in the learning and of course the food. Location TBA.
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