Review of the article ‘Gendered language and the construction of Jewish identity in Two Maccabees’ by Joshua Ezra Burns

Finding an article for this assignment was difficult, as we were expected to choose a piece that interested us, leading me to find a source with links to the study of gender. This article caught my eye, and a simple read of it saw me select it as the topic of this assignment. The areas it aims to examine are exciting, and I have never read an article that has its focus on the gendered language before. I have also never read anything by Burns before; therefore, his perspective will be exciting and new for me.

This article was written by Doctor Joshua Ezra Burns on the first of January 2018 with a focus on gendered language and Jewish identity. It is eighteen pages long, though it must be noted that at least three of those pages have been reserved for the references used throughout the article. Within this article are four chapters: Interrogating Jewish identity in antiquity, Judaism and otherness in Two Maccabees, Behaving ‘Manfully’ for Judaism, the Conclusion, and finally the references. I have been unable to find the book or journal this article was published in. This is unfortunate as this would have given me a context to the essay and a proper bibliography to work with as part of the article.

Burns has worked on Judaism as an area of study for many years and has published informative texts on the subject. This leads me to the understanding that this article will be well researched, engaging, and useful, even if this is not an area of study I have examined before. I hope he proves me right.

Not mentioned in the table of contents are two opening paragraphs, which, while not labelled as such, have been intended to serve as an introduction to the article. Because these paragraphs do not have a title, they are not listed in the table of contents. Burns uses these paragraphs to give a basic overview of his reasoning, intentions, his topic, and the use of Two Maccabees as his primary source for the examination of gendered language and the construction of Jewish identity. These paragraphs served as an excellent introduction to the topic and helped me understand Burns’ interest in the subject.

The next, and officially the first chapter, ‘Interrogating Jewish identity in antiquity’, is interesting, as it mainly seems to revolve around examining the ideas that Dr Steve Mason of the University of Groningen. He is a religious historian with an emphasis on the Eastern Mediterranean under Hellenistic and Roman rule and presents his ideas in his article ‘Jews, Judeans, Judaizing, Judaism’. This makes his work a good fit for examining alongside Burns’ work on Two Maccabees. I will admit not to have read Mason’s article, so do not know what Burns is explicitly referring about. Although they are difficult to verify without being able to read Masons article, the arguments that Burns makes are well rounded and supported. There is a similar issue when Burns cites page numbers from Two Maccabees as his reference for a specific source within the book instead of including a quote. This odd means of supporting arguments are unhelpful for anyone who does not have access to the source, as they cannot fully understand his reasoning. Despite this issue, this chapter is both interesting and useful, as it helps set the stage for the following sections, and allows for a basic understanding of Judaism and a basic grasp of the topic of Two Maccabees.

The second chapter, ‘Judaism and Otherness in Two Maccabees’ follows along similar lines to the previous section. Chapter two uses Two Maccabees to further examine Judaism with page numbers from Two Maccabees and one direct quote from the prologue of Two Maccabees to make his arguments. The quote is the most exciting and unusual aspect of this chapter, as it is the only quote that Burns uses directly within the article as a whole. I would have preferred it if Burns used this method of supporting his arguments over including the page number in expectance that the reader would have Two Maccabees with them. While the quote is not large, this method of supporting the arguments would have made for a longer article. Still, this section within the chapter makes it much easier to understand what Burns is writing about with the quote alongside his argument. This chapter also acts as something of an analysis of Two Maccabees and of the anonymous author and their relation and take on Judaism, as evident in a read-through of the quote, which has no gendered language and only acts as an elementary summary of the events of Two Maccabees. The examination of Two Maccabees is interesting and helpful. Despite the implicit declaration in the title of this chapter, however, the idea of ‘Otherness’ is examined very little: only with some minor examination of Greek and Latin wording that makes little sense in the context of reviewing Two Maccabees.

Chapter three focuses on the gendered language aspect of this article, as evidenced in the heading, ‘Behaving ‘Manfully’ for Judaism’. I admit that this chapter is what led to me choosing this article for this assignment, but I was unfortunately disappointed by Burns. Again, Burns uses Two Maccabees as his primary source and includes the page numbers of the quotes he uses to make his arguments in this chapter. This chapter does focus on gendered language. Despite this, it can also be used as a chapter on the history of Judaism. To examine the gendered language of Judaism, Burns has also considered the customs of the Jews. The main issues with this chapter are that, as mentioned, much of the section is focused on historical information, and that there is only a minor examination of women in the context of gendered language and behaving ‘Manfully’ for Judaism. The issue with women in this context, I admit, may not be entirely the fault of Burns, as there is little mention of women in Two Maccabees.

The conclusion does not cover much of the topics of gendered language. Nor does it give an end to the examination of the construction of Jewish identity as it should, being that these are the main topics of the article. Instead, it acts as an overview of Two Maccabees and the author of said books presentation of Judaism. There is an impressive paragraph on gender construction about Jewish identity, which is honestly the sort of thing I was hoping for from this article. I found it disappointing that this was not the case. I could also not find any clear conclusion to any of the topics discussed in this article within this chapter, which instead made Burns setting aside a section aside for his end entirely pointless. Admittedly, in examining issues such as this, reaching an exact conclusion is difficult, but there is nothing that even resembles a firm conclusion on the topics Burns has discussed.

The end of this article contains the references that Burns has made throughout his article, as marked in footnotes. This section could be seen in a similar light to a bibliography, as the sources and references are joined. However, this section has not been organised as a bibliography would and is hard to read in this context and is therefore not reliable. Due to this, it is clear that this article was published as part of a larger document. I do find it amusing that the references take up more pages than the chapters do separately. The references are, unfortunately, numerous and repetitive. On one page, I counted three texts that were all from Maccabees, which each had the citations necessary.

I will now conclude this article review. Overall this article is interesting, and Burns clearly knows his topic and writes his thoughts well. It is unfortunate that Burns does not seem to stick to his intended topics and veers off into the history surrounding Two Maccabees regularly. It is clear, however, that he has done his best to give his opinions on the topic of Jewish identity. I would have found the article more interesting if there was a further focus on the gendered language of  Two Maccabees, which the article goes into on some level, but this is a personal preference and not an actual issue with the item itself. It is also an unfortunate fact that Burns did not establish himself well in this article as I hoped he would. He could have done this article much better. However, I will concede that eighteen pages are not enough for proper analysis and conclusion concerning Judaism in the contexts Burns was aiming at. Honestly, he needed a different title for this article; something along the lines of ‘An examination of the history of Two Maccabees and the aspects of Gendered Language and the construction of Jewish Identity’. Which would have made more sense within the context of research Burns conducted for this article.

Word Count: 1510
