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Description

The main aim of this course is to encourage debate and reflection on the relevance of the Jewish
experience in and for contemporary Europe. Zygmunt Bauman famously described the Jews as
‘the pioneers of the postmodern condition’, whose most significant contribution to current
European culture was exposing all the contradictions and ambiguities that currently shape the life
of all Europeans.

Jewish diaspora is often perceived as an archetypal diaspora and Jews as a perennial minority.
For millennia, European Jewish culture has represented ‘the other” for Europe, necessary for
Europe’s self-definition. At the same time, however, in the narrower sense of Judaism, and in the
broader dimension of Jewish culture, Jews were at the birth and development of the modern
European cultural sphere as we know it today. This phenomenon of the dual position of the Jewish
minority in relation to the majority, which is not entirely unusual for Jewish Diaspora communities,
manifested itself most distinctly on the European continent.

This unique Jewish experience of ambiguous position of insider/outsider may provide valuable
views on contemporary European reality and identity crises. During the course, main common
denominators of contemporary Jewish life, such as an intense confrontation with the heritage of the
Holocaust and unrelenting anti-Semitism on the one hand and on the other hand, high recognition
and appreciation of traditional Jewish learning and culture by the majority of European society, will
be discussed. This discussion will bring about the following questions: how does the European
Jewish minority differ from other Jewish diasporas outside of Europe in the sense of belonging? Is
there an emerging European Jewish identity on the backdrop of particular national identities or do
European Jews nowadays rather perceive themselves as global citizens? Are members of minority
groups in general, Jews in particular, the most persuaded supranational Europeans? To what
extent are relations between the Jewish minority and the non-Jewish majority nowadays
‘normalized”? To what extent are Jews and non-Jews inclined to share a culture and politics of
memory regarding World War Il and the Shoah? The course will explore these questions by
focusing on selected countries of Europe.
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This course is designed for Jewish Studies, Religion, History, and Sociology students as well as
those interested in questions of nationalism, racial prejudice, and inter-faith relations in a European

context.

Objectives
In this course students

Course
[ ]

Gain an understanding of the complex and multifaceted Jewish experience in
contemporary Europe

Understand the interactions between Jewish and non-Jewish communities

Learn the ways in which these various communities create a multilayered sense of
“‘European identity”

Requirements

Attendance and active participation in class is required

Students prepare short presentations on the readings with each student responsible for
introducing the readings (average 20 pages per reading per week) to the class and
initiating the group discussion

Students also have to follow news on Jewish life in Europe throughout the semester, keep
a running media journal and present one such theme to the class

Students write a final paper that contextualizes contemporary Jewish life in Europe
Students are expected to abide by CET’s Attendance Policy.

Methods of Evaluation

¢ Enthusiastic class participation 30%

e Oral presentation on the readings 20%

e Oral presentation on the news and media journal 20%

e Final paper 30%
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Outline of Course Content

WEEK 1
Course overview and introduction
Europe in the 21st century: current state of affairs

WEEK 2

Historical background: Jewish communities in Europe after WWII till today.

Main differences between West and East. Post-Communist Transition in Central and Eastern
Europe.

WEEK 3

Demographic and sociological overview: Contemporary Jewish population trends in the European
diaspora. Intermarriage, conversion, “cultural corrosion” etc.

Image of “the Other”.

WEEK 4
Exploring the term of Jewish identity(ies) and identification
The Fluidity of Jewishness

WEEK 5
Self-perception of European Jews: an ethnic group, a religious minority, or “just” a members of
European societies?

WEEK 6
Jews in Germany and Austria
“Performing Jewishness”

WEEK 7
Jews in Hungary

WEEK 8
North African and Ashkenazi Jews in France
Cultural “Israelization” of Judaism — Case of France
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WEEK 9
European Jewish Communities and Growing Antisemitism

WEEK 10
Relations with other Minority Groups

WEEK 11
Israel and Diaspora: “Center of the Jewish world” vs. “Jewish periphery”
Curious phenomenon: Israelis in Berlin

WEEK 12

“‘Contemporary Prospects for European Jews: Between Assimilation, Integration and ‘Jewish
Renaissance”™

New Jews: Globalizing Jewishness

WEEK 13
Summary of the discussed topics
Final paper



