Instructions for the Critical Journal

THESE INSTRUCTIONS ARE VERY IMPORTANT. YOU MUST READ THEM AND UNDERSTAND THEM COMPLETELY. DO NOT SKIP PARTS; ANSWER ALL OF EACH QUESTION.

Critical thinking is thinking about thinking. What I want you to begin to do over the course of this semester is think about the thinking of others and about your own thinking. To think about thinking requires that you begin to understand all of the factors that are involved in making a person think the way they do. Art (writing, painting, music) is a product of thinking and imagining, but it does not happen completely out of the blue. There are a host of factors that make or allow the artist to see the world in a certain way. What are they? Think of every work in this course (written, musical, painted, sculpted, filmed) as something that is attempting to answer a question about human experience. In answering that question the work is trying to convince you of something from the point of view of the artist. Your reaction to a work of art – your thinking about it – is also from a point of view: yours. You must learn to understand both points of view in order to evaluate works of art.
In everything you do, try not to focus purely on the “literal” meaning of things. The humanities is not about easy, verifiable TRUTH. Instead it is about probable interpretations and imaginative insights. Use your imagination to understand the “answers” being given by the artists. But always with the understanding that your answer has to be “probably” true based on what you see/understand in the art. You cannot just “make things up.” 
You should not attempt to write your journal entry until you have completed a thorough examination or “reading” of the work, but you should keep in mind what to be looking for while you look/read/listen. I would suggest using a piece of paper as you read with these questions sketched in. While you read, note down the page numbers where you would find answers to these questions. You will have multiple page numbers for some questions. After you finish reading, then go back and answer the questions using the notes you have taken. 
Occasionally I will give you specific instructions about what to do in your journals, otherwise you MUST use the following format for your journal entries, including item numbers and questions printed as you see below. Remove the information you see in brackets which is just to help you understand the questions. A downloadable version of this form is available on the course website for you to use as a template. Journal entries must be legible and should be kept in a folder (not a binder). Grammar, spelling, & punctuation count . Answer all questions as completely as possible. Remember, I am looking at how you think.
Name________________________


Time of day your class meets:______________

1. Who is the Author or artist or musician of the original work? 
[Do not use the translator as the author. A person who translates can be important to understanding the way the meaning of something might have been changed, but for this question it is more important to know the ARTIST first. Some of the works in the course are anonymously authored/created, or other people attribute the authorship to a legendary figure. In those cases, you must indicate you understand that such authorship is questionable by saying something like “Jews attribute the authorship to _______” or “this work was probably composed by an anonymous singer”. You will find some of this information at the back of your book under the Appendix on pages 1009 and following. Authors are given, if known, in alphabetical order by last name. In some cases the works are listed by alphabetical order using the first important word of the title (e.g. “Enuma Elish”). Use these biographical entries first before attempting to find out information on your own. For items I ask you to read off of our course website, you will not find information in your text. In that case you may use the internet to find information. For religion research, do not use the internet except for links on our course website.]
2. What is the full Title of the piece?  What is the meaning of this title?
[In some cases these are selections from longer works. In that case you should indicate “Genesis, from the Five Books of Moses” or something along those lines. The biographical entries at the back of your text may help with this. Carefully examine all the words in the title. What do they mean individually? What do they mean when used together in this way? Why do you think the author chose to use that title? Is it merely explanatory? Does the author want you to focus on something specific? Why? Is the author purposely misleading you in the title? Why? Do the words suggest a certain perspective on the issue? In all likelihood they probably do. Think hard about that. Again, everything you see or hear is trying to persuade you to understand things in a certain way. They’re all trying to provide an answer to a certain question. The title often helps provide the beginning of that answer. All titles are chosen for a reason; think about why this particular title was given to the work by the artist and explain your reasoning. You probably will not be able to figure this out until you have read the entire piece or looked very closely at the entire artwork or listened very closely to the music].
3. What was the Historical context within which the work was produced? How does the context affect the meaning and interpretation of the piece?
[For this question you should look for the original date or range of dates, not the date of translations or copies, although sometimes those can be important too because they provide another historical context. You should then think back to history courses you may have had to pick up some further understanding of the time period. If you cannot remember your history classes, then peruse a history text covering the period, or use the Timeline on the “General Information” page of our course website, to find out what was happening then. In your answer, in addition to the date or dates, you should include all of the following if possible: the country or city where it was produced; what else was happening in that time and place that may have influenced this artist’s work; the nationality of the artist; the language of the artist, the social class or gender of the artist, the economic situation, and so on. The purpose of this question is to help you understand that the context always affects the original meaning. For instance, if you understand that the Bible was written down during the Babylonian Captivity, when the Jews had lost their homeland and watched their Temple be destroyed, you may find it easier to realize why Jews conceive of a messiah not as a spiritual savior but as a political savior who would give them back their country and rebuild their temple. Or if you understand that women in the 19th century had no right to property or money of their own, you might find it easier to understand that women were demanding the right to vote because that would allow them to affect changes in the laws. You should also learn that YOUR context affects how you understand a work. If the work talks about communism, then immediately, as a “red-blooded American” you will probably react strongly because you’ve been “taught” by your culture that communism is akin to Satanism.]
4. Who do you think the intended audience or audiences might have been at the time the work was created? How does the audience affect the meaning and interpretation of the piece?
[Almost every artist has a particular group in mind to receive his or her “answers.” This means they will address a particular social or economic class (noble, peasant, upper class, lower class, etc.). They will perhaps address a particular political affiliation (radical, reactionary, conservative, liberal, Republican, Democratic, supporters of dictatorship, etc.). They might address a particular religious group or subgroup (Jews, pagans, Christians, Mormons, Baptists, Catholics, etc.). They might be directed toward a particular  ethnic group (Italians, Greeks, Bulgarians, Italian-Americans, Chinese, Blacks, Hispanics, Arabs, Jews, etc.). They might be written for a particular gender. This information comes from what you can see within the piece itself. You will need to understand its argument and who such an argument might appeal to. If it talks a lot about how rich people are the best people in the world, can do no wrong, and that poor people deserve their fate, you can probably bet it does not have as an audience THE POOR. If the work talks a lot about how men should do this, or that, and that they should take care of women, and women themselves are never directly address, it’s probably not a work which has WOMEN as an intended audience. If it has the phrase “Workers of the World, unite”, it is probably not written directly for the upper class who don’t work. In each of these instances, though, the artist may have different groups as the secondary audience. In that case you would need to indicate how and why that might be the case. Rarely, if ever, is a work of art directed toward or intended for “everyone” and usually such an answer suggests you need to think a bit harder about the work. If the work is a translation, how did the translation change the meaning and/or audience.]
5. What do you think the work’s main argument, point, or conclusion might be? How would you analyze the “argument”? How would you compare this specifically to other artistic works you have seen both in class or outside of class? What is your personal response to the work?
[This is the most important part of your journal. In 250 or more  words (two paragraphs) I want you to think hard and write about what “question” the artist is attempting to answer. It could be something like “What does war do to civilian populations?” or “How should a man worship his god if there is only one who is all powerful and all knowing?” or “What are the qualities of a ‘good’ woman?” Then think about what the artist has to say in response. Tell me what you think about the “evidence” used by the artist to support his/her argument. It could be something like “see all the other people I’ve destroyed who didn’t believe in me” or “all women do this, so all women must do this.”  When you evaluate the arguments try, at least initially, to look at others’ ideas from their point of view and show me that you are doing that. Tell me if the artist makes assumptions about what premises you already accept (like that there is only one god or that there are multiple gods, or that nature is a good thing). Include those in your discussion as well. Overall you are striving in this section to understand what does the piece mean. Consider beginning by interrogating your own immediate response to the work at hand. What do you think about it?  What do you feel about it?  What is the predominant effect of the text on you—confusion, identification with the characters, interest or anger? How would you respond to the artist if you could speak to him or her?  What “assumptions” do you bring to your reading? But don’t stop with just your feelings about the text. Move on to examining how these feelings or responses were created by the art.  Discuss the strategies the writer or artist has employed—his or her language, the structure of the story or poem, the title, the compostion, or themes and ideas expressed.  Finally, examine the cultural contexts—the ideologies, the politics, the norms or values—presented.  What beliefs, assumptions, or articles of faith of yours—and ours—are being confirmed or challenged? Finally, I want you to tell me if this work is similar to or different from other specific works you have read/heard/seen, either today or before now? In what specific ways? Don’t just say things like “Buddhism is like Christianity.” I want to know how the Gospel of Buddha is specifically like the Gospels of the New Testament.]
