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The following document is the Evaluation Committee's report on the Jewish Philosophy 

Track at Tel Aviv University to the Quality Assessment Unit of the Council for Higher 

Education (CHE).   

  

General Background 

 

In response to the invitation of the Minister of Education and the Council of Higher 

Education a Committee of four members was created in early 2009 to review the 

undergraduate and graduate programs in Jewish thought in four Israeli universities, Ben 

Gurion University of the Negev, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Tel Aviv 

University, and Bar Ilan University.  The Committee is comprised of: Professor David 

Novak, University of Toronto; Professor Alfred Ivry, New York University (Emeritus); 

Professor Moshe Idel, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; and Professor Steven T. Katz, 

Boston University.  Professor Katz also serves as the Chair of the Committee. Ms. Michal 

Kabatznik coordinated the committee on behalf of the CHE. 

 

The Committee's letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1. 
 

The first round of meetings was held in May, 2009.  It involved discussions in Jerusalem 

and 2 day on-site visits to Ben Gurion University and The Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. The second round of Committee meetings was held in December, 2009.  It 

involved discussions in Tel Aviv and on-site two day visits to Tel Aviv University and 

Bar Ilan University. 

 

In the present report the Visiting Committee will provide its views on, and 

recommendations concerning, Tel Aviv University. 

 

The schedule of the visit, including the list of participants representing the institution, is 

attached as Appendix 2.  
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Committee Procedures 

The Committee members received the self-evaluation reports in January, 2009, and 

discussed them via email. 

 

The Committee held its first meeting on May 19th, 2009, during which it discussed 

fundamental issues concerning higher education in Israel and the quality assessment 

activity, as well as General Philosophy study programs. 

 

In May, 2009 and December, 2009, the Committee members visited the institutions 

offering Jewish Philosophy and Jewish Thought study programs. An onsite visit at Tel 

Aviv University took place on Wednesday, December 16, and Thursday, December 17, 

2009. 

 

The Committee was given full access to the Senior Administration, including the Rector, 

the Vice Rector, the Dean, and the Head of the Assessment Unit, as well as the Chair of 

the Jewish Studies Program, the faculty at all levels, and students at every level of study.  

Everyone whom the Committee met with was open, forthright and cooperative and the 

Committee would like to express its thanks for the courtesy shown to it.  In this regard, 

special mention of, and thanks to the Program Secretary, is required for seeing that all 

aspects of our visit went smoothly. 
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Evaluation of Jewish Philosophy at Tel Aviv University  

* This Report relates to the situation current at the time of the visit to the institution, and 

does not take account of any changes that may have occurred subsequently. The Report 

records the conclusions reached by the Evaluation Committee based on the 

documentation provided by the institution, information gained through interviews, 

discussion and observation as well as other information available to the Committee. 

 

1. Mission and Goals  

 The mission of the Department is to provide undergraduate and graduate students 

with a broad, as well as deep, introduction to the study of Jewish Philosophy across the 

millennia.  It also has as its purpose to contribute new research to the field through the 

publications of its faculty and the doctoral theses written by its graduate students.  To 

date, since the founding of the university, it has been quite successful in both these goals.  

The key issue that now confronts the department – and Tel Aviv University as a whole – 

is whether this record of teaching success and scholarly accomplishment can be 

maintained.  

 

2. Present Situation in the Program 

 The External committee met with the Rector, Vice Rector and Head of the 

Assessment Unit for an open and frank discussion of the present situation of the newly 

created Tarbut Ivrit Department in which the Program in Jewish Philosophy is now 

housed. 

 Everyone involved in administering and directing the new Program in Jewish 

Philosophy, now known as Tarbut Ivrit, acknowledged, as the Committee had already 
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discerned in its preliminary discussions, that the present arrangement was the result of 

financial stringencies at Tel Aviv University.  In response to required cuts in a number of 

programs the faculty involved in the teaching of Jewish Studies at the University 

innovatively created a new interdisciplinary program in this subject area.  This 

rearrangement was intended to provide better coverage in the teaching of Jewish Studies 

and also to address the fact of small enrollments in this area of study. 

 Over the past few years the number of faculty lines in the university as a whole 

have declined from 1350 to 970, largely through a policy of not replacing faculty who 

retired.  Now, in planning for 2010-2011, the hope is at least to begin to replace some of 

the faculty who retire.  The target is to raise the total faculty to 1000 to 1030 lines over 

the next five years.  The Visiting Committee believes that the University will seriously 

consider further support and growth for Jewish Studies. 

 The Visiting Committee was happy to observe that the efforts that have been 

made to reconstruct and invigorate the teaching of Jewish Studies at Tel Aviv University 

appear to be on track and are proving effective. The evidence for this is the increase in 

the number of students taking courses in the subject which, not incidentally, has allowed 

for the recent allocation of four new faculty lines to the program.  These new 

appointments were crucial to the continued existence and growth of the program, and to 

insuring its future continuity. 
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3. Strengths and Weaknesses of the Existing Program 

 In the opinion of the External Review Committee, the present re-arrangement that 

created, and sustains, the new Tarbut Ivri program, has a number of strengths.  These 

include:   

(a) An excellent cadre of young scholars; 

(b) A department structure and curriculum that is very interdisciplinary and in which 

no one method or discipline or point of view holds dominance; 

(c)  The faculty complement each other in terms of subject areas and courses taught; 

(d) The atmosphere is collegial and the faculty often work closely together; 

(e) The faculty meet and talk much more often than previously; 

(f) Duplicate courses in different departments have been eliminated; 

(g) The Program provides for a lot of flexibility in putting on courses and making 

faculty available in areas where they are needed; 

(h) It is better for the students as it gives them a much larger choice of courses and 

intellectual possibilities; 

(i) The administrative staff is excellent.  This is also very important for the students 

who interact with the secretary more than anyone else. 

 

At the same time, the Review Committee noted a number of weaknesses in the new 

Program: 

(a) In some areas the coverage is not as good as it should be.  That is, there are an 

insufficient number of course offerings and, as a result, relevant subject areas are 

not covered adequately, or at all. 
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(b) The retirement of the senior scholar of medieval Jewish philosophy leaves a real 

hole; it means that there is only one medievalist in the department.  This creates a 

very difficult situation given the importance of this period for the study of the 

subject as a whole. 

(c) In the area of Modern Jewish Thought there is only one faculty member, and one 

quarter of his time is committed to Religious Studies. This means that large areas 

of Jewish thought – stretching from Mendelssohn, through H. Cohen, Buber and 

Rosenzweig, to Levinas and Post-Holocaust Jewish Thinkers – go under 

represented in the curriculum or are not taught at all. 

(d)  The Program is very weak in the central areas of Kabbalah and Hasidism (The 

recent appointment of a new faculty member whose specialty is in this area will 

help in the teaching of both medieval Jewish Philosophy and Kabbalah). 

 

4.  The Megamot and the Ofakim Programs  

 The Visiting Committee was convinced by the faculty and students connected 

with these special programs whom they met with that both the students and the faculty 

benefit from the interdisciplinary nature of the new undertakings.  In addition, it was 

evident to the Committee that the construction of the programs attracts students from 

many educational, ethnic and religious backgrounds and this, in turn, creates a novel and 

rich educational context within the Israeli university environment. 

 However, the arrangement and requirements associated with these programs is not 

achieved without some real cost.  Most especially, the program creates students less 

prepared in the subject matter given the breadth – rather than the depth – of their studies.  
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The External Review Committee therefore feels that the faculty connected with this 

program need to consider how it might be restructured further. 

The Review Committee also agrees that the Ofakim Program, which is aimed at 

improving Jewish Studies teaching in the schools, has brought talented students to the 

University.  On balance, the Committee found that the positive sentiments expressed 

regarding the Ofakim Program were accurate and it endorses the strengthening of this 

program. 

 

5. Meeting with Senior Faculty 

The Senior Faculty is comprised of a quite distinguished group of well-known 

scholars with national and international reputations.  All have published widely and to 

critical acclaim. 

The Visiting Committee was glad to learn that the Senior Faculty are largely 

supportive of the new interdisciplinary curriculum that has been put in place.  They agree 

with the arrangements concerning the reorganization of Jewish Studies that have been 

made and are, on the whole, happy with the quality of the students who are now being 

attracted to the program. 

 The Visiting Committee, however, would note that there is a serious problem that 

needs to be addressed.  The faculty is too thin, i.e., there is little depth in any area, and in 

most areas there is only one faculty member.  This means that no area is fully and 

properly covered.  Plus, anytime a faculty member is on leave an entire area is not 

represented in the program (unless an adequate replacement is made).  In addition, this 
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means that students gain only one scholarly perspective on any given subject or area of 

study.   

All the senior faculty felt that faculty relations and faculty-students relations were 

good. 

 

6. The Junior Faculty 

 All of the Junior Faculty with whom the External Committee met were 

impressive.  The Committee also notes that they had positive feelings about Tel Aviv 

University and the Jewish Studies Program.  In their remarks to the Committee all 

applauded the “pluralistic” atmosphere that existed in the program, though they, too, 

recognized that this came at some cost in terms of the depth of the students’ experience.  

They were also happy with the quality of their students, and with the friendly and 

collegial atmosphere among the faculty. 

 What concerned the Visiting Committee, however, was the fact that each of the 

Junior Faculty members expressed deep anxiety about their future in academia. Though 

all of these individuals have their Ph.D.s in hand, and are actively working to publish, 

they recognize that the number of permanent positions available at Tel Aviv University, 

and other universities throughout Israel, are very severely limited.  In consequence, none 

of them were positive about their prospects.  This uncertainty obviously has an effect on 

morale and, probably, on performance. 
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7. The Students. 

A.   Ph.D. Students 

 The Ph.D. students that the Review Committee met with were all impressive.  The 

Committee found all of them intelligent and committed to their studies.  Nevertheless, 

after listening to these students for quite a length of time, the members of the Visiting 

Committee are concerned that:  

(a) There is a need for more fellowships.  The lack of adequate graduate funding 

makes it impossible for graduate students to spend the necessary time reading and 

educating themselves in the way that is required for young scholars in order for 

them to become truly accomplished. 

(b) There are no post-docs. 

(c) There are very limited opportunities for teaching while graduate students.  This 

lack of Teaching Assistantships is one of the major gaps in the 

pedagogical/research program of the department. 

(d) There is a serious lack of courses in methodology. 

(e) The library resources are insufficient. 

(f) The students are isolated in their work as there is not a sufficient cohort of 

students to interact with. 

(g) They are aware that they don’t have enough courses in broader subject areas. 

(h) The limited faculty means a limited number of courses which, in turn, means that 

students are not adequately prepared for in-depth textual study.  Instead, they gain 

a broad, but restricted, knowledge of the field.  This problematic situation can be 



 

 

 

11

seen to exist in, e.g., the fields of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, Kabbalah, and 

Talmud. 

(i) The Visiting Committee would also note that the lack of adequate fellowship 

support seriously impacts the quality of the graduate students.  This absence 

means good graduate students, who would like to come to Tel Aviv University, 

go elsewhere because of the financial support they are offered by these other 

universities. 

(j) All of them are worried about their futures. 

 

B.   M.A. Students 

 The Review Committee, after spending time with a number of M.A. students in 

the program, would recommend that three immediate steps be taken in regard to this 

cohort of students: 

(i) The curriculum needs to add courses especially designed for M.A. students. 

(ii)  More specifically, text oriented courses need to be introduced for M.A. students. 

(iii)  More financial aid needs to be made available to M.A. students so that 

they have time to devote themselves to their studies in a more concentrated way. 

 

C. B.A. Students  

 All six of the undergraduates whom the Committee met with were in the Ofakim 

Program.  Thus their views may not be wholly reflective of the undergraduate population 

taking Jewish Studies courses in their generality. 
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The students the Committee spoke to were uniformly positive about the program.  

Many came from a secular background and before their arrival at Tel Aviv University did 

not know, for example, the difference between Mishnah and Talmud.  Now they feel 

educated and knowledgeable about all aspects of Jewish culture.  In addition: 

(a) They found all the lecturers inspiring and committed to their research and their 

students; 

(b) They felt that they had a broad and integrated view of Jewish Studies as compared 

to students at other Israeli universities; 

(c) They felt that they had gained the tools needed to open Jewish philosophical texts 

and to study them. 

However, they complained, as did the alumni of the program with whom the 

Committee met, that they did not have sufficiently broad courses in Modern Jewish 

thought.  And again, they voiced concern about the lack of text oriented courses and of 

courses in methodology.  The Visiting Committee, after carefully reviewing the material 

it received on the structure of the undergraduate curriculum, i.e., the number and nature 

of the courses offered, agree with these expressions of dissatisfaction.  It would, 

therefore, recommend alterations in the undergraduate teaching curriculum in order to 

address these legitimate concerns.  
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PART II – COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. University Library. 

 The External Committee visited the University Library where it was informed of 

serious cuts in the library budget.  This is a major issue.  The library, relative to 

university libraries at major universities outside of Israel, was not strong to begin with 

and with the present cuts year after year the collection is becoming weaker and weaker.  

As a result, if this pattern of underfunding the library is not reversed, the library will 

become a very poor resource for serious, world-class research and scholarship.  

Therefore, the Visiting Committee urges an increase in overall support for the University 

Library and, in particular, increased support for the purchase of books and journals in the 

area of Jewish Thought in all its manifestations. 

 

2. The Faculty 

 The members of the External Committee were impressed with the quality of all 

the faculty with whom we met.  However, after our meetings, the Committee had three 

main concerns that it feels need to be addressed. 

(A)  The primary concern that emerged from our meetings is with the depth of the 

faculty.  That is, the Committee was troubled by the fact that in most central areas of 

study there was only one faculty member.  Thus, as already mentioned, the absence (e.g., 

on sabbatical) or departure (or retirement) of this one person meant that an entire area of 

study was either eliminated or covered by a junior/adjunct scholar.  Moreover, some 

areas of study are simply too broad to be covered by only one faculty member.  For 
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example, the area of Modern Jewish thought, ranging from Moses Mendelssohn in the 

18th century to Emmanuel Levinas in the late 20th century – with the likes of Herman 

Cohen, Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, and Mordecai Kaplan in between – cannot be 

properly taught or researched by a single faculty member. 

 In addition, there are important areas not covered at all, for example, Hasidism 

(though several faculty members have considerable expertise in this area). 

 

 (B)  There is also agreement among the members of the External Committee that 

closer cooperation with the faculty in the Department of Jewish History and the General 

Philosophy Department is desirable.  The Committee therefore recommends that a new 

round of serious discussions, overseen by the Dean or Provost, be undertaken in order to 

attempt to create more interdepartmental cooperation. 

 

 (C)  Lastly, there is a serious lack of senior faculty, especially as a result of the 

retirements that have occurred or will occur in the near future.  The appointment of a 

senior scholar of international reputation would help to rectify this problem and would 

provide added visibility and stability to the program. 

 

3. Curriculum. 

 The main problem inherent in an interdisciplinary program of the sort that now 

exists at Tel Aviv University is the danger of shallowness and “dilettantism.”  To 

counteract this tendency the External Committee recommends the following additions to 

the curriculum: 
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A. Undergraduate Level.   

More courses at the undergraduate level are needed.  Especially valuable would 

be more specialized courses for upper level undergraduates.  These need to 

include courses on methodology and text-oriented classes for advanced 

undergraduates. 

B. Graduate Level.   

The structure of the M.A. and Ph.D. programs are weak.  Both the students and 

faculty explicitly commented on this.  What works well at the undergraduate level 

works less well at the graduate level which, by its nature, is more specialized and 

requires more in-depth study and research.  This is particularly true in relation to 

detailed, expert, text study.  To help address this real, and serious, problem the 

External Committee recommends: 

(i)  More integration with the Jewish History Program; 

(ii)  More integration with the General Philosophy Program; 

(iii)  An increase in the number of courses strictly created for, or aimed at, 

graduate students; 

(iv)  A required course (or courses) for graduate students that introduces students 

to methodological issues; 

(v)  More required reading of the basic literature of the discipline as a preparation 

for the writing of the Ph.D. thesis; 

(vi)  A required course in the history of the western philosophical tradition (or in 

the Study of Religion – classical texts and methods). 
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4. Additional Recommendations 

(A)   The External Review Committee would strongly recommend that Tel 

Aviv University explore possible consortium teaching arrangements with its 

nearby neighbor Bar Ilan University, and perhaps even the Hebrew University, in 

order to provide a broader, more varied, faculty and a larger number of courses at 

all levels of instruction. 

The members of the External Committee are aware that this suggestion 

runs against the grain of traditional Israeli university culture.  However, given the 

difficult economic times – which Tel Aviv University has already responded to so 

imaginatively and creatively – this may be the moment to explore this additional 

possibility.  (As a model, look at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, 

California; the Consortium of Theological Schools in the Boston, Mass. area; and 

the Theological Consortium in Chicago.) 

 

(B)   The External Review Committee believes that an increase in funding for 

graduate students is a crucial desideratum.  Without such funding the “best and 

brightest” will not continue to persevere in academic life. 

 

(C)   The External Review Committee was repeatedly told how crucial the Dean 

has been to the successful reconstruction of the Tarbut Ivri program, and how 

supportive he has been in granting the program additional faculty lines.  The 

Committee is, therefore, deeply concerned about the support that will be 

forthcoming for the Tarbut Ivri program once the present Dean leaves this central 
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position in the University this summer.  The Committee would, therefore, call this 

issue to the attention of the President and Provost of Tel Aviv University, and to 

the new Dean, whoever it might be. 

 

Conclusion 

 Teaching and research in Jewish Philosophy has been well done at Tel Aviv 

University since its inception.  After a difficult period, it now looks refocused for future 

success through TAU’s bold, imaginative, restructuring of the program into a revised, 

more interdisciplinary, program under the title Tarbut Ivri.  To date, the new program has 

made a good beginning thanks to the efforts of the faculty at all levels, and the support 

and intelligence of the University Administration.  Crucially, this included the 

authorization of several new faculty appointments at the junior level.  Going forward, the 

program needs additional faculty appointments, some adjustments to its undergraduate 

and graduate curriculum, and increased funding of graduate students in order to assure 

that there is continued success.  The External Review Committee strongly recommends 

that the University actively endorse these recommendations in practical and meaningful 

ways. 
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Signed By: 
 
 

 

                                    

_______________________                                                  _____________________ 
Prof. Steven Katz, Chair     Prof. David Novak 
 
 

                                                                                         
_____________________________                                   ______________________ 
Prof. Moshe Idel               Prof. Alfred Ivry 
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Appendix 1- Copy of Letter of Appointment 
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Appendix 2- Site Visit Schedule 

JEWISH  PHILOSOPHY 
Tentative Schedule of Site Visit 

16th, 17th December 2009 
 

Location: 
All meetings will take place in the Gilman (Humanities) Building.  

in Room 133; 
 

DAY 1: Wednesday 16.12.09 
 

09:30-10:15 Opening session with 
the heads of the 
institution and the 
senior staff member 
appointed to deal 
with quality 
assessment 

Prof. Dany Leviatan, 
Rector 
Prof. Aron Shai, Vice-
Rector 
Prof. David Horn, Head 
of Quality Assessment at 
TAU 
 

 

10:15-11:00 Meeting with the 
Dean of the Faculty 
of Humanities 

Prof. Shlomo Biderman, 
Dean of the Faculty of 
Humanities 
 

 

11:00-11:45 Meeting with the 
Chair of the Dept. of 
Hebrew Culture 
Studies 

Prof. Gidi Bohak  
Chair of the Dept 
 

 

11:45-13:00 Meeting with  
Heads of megamot + 
Heads of Ofakim and 
Melamdim 

Prof. Vered Noam – 
Talmud 
Dr. Ronit Meroz – 
Kabbalah 
Prof. Ron Margolin - 
Jewish Philosophy 
Prof. Menachem 
Lorberbaum - 
"Melamdim"  
Prof. Eli Yasif - 
"Ofakim" 

 

13:00-13:45 Meeting with Senior 
Academic Faculty* 

Prof. Sara Klein Braslavy 
Dr. Amos Goldreich  
Dr. Ishai Rozen Zvi 
Dr. Adam Afterman 
 

 

13:45-14:30 
 

Lunch Prof. Gidi Bohak 
Prof. Ron Margolin 
Dr. Ronit Meroz 
Prof. Vered Noam  
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Mr. Omer Michaelis 
14:30-15:15 Tour of campus  

(Including classes, 
library, offices of 
faculty members, 
computer labs etc.) 
 
 

Tour to be led by Ms. 
Noa Sharir 
Administrative Director 
and Ms. Ruth 
Tytunovich, 
Departmental secretary 

 

15:15-15:45 Closed-door working 
meeting of the 
evaluation committee 

  

 
 
DAY 2: Thursday 17.12.09 
 

Time  Subject Participants Room/ 
Location 

09:00-10:00 Meeting with Junior 
academic faculty* 

Ms. Noa Israeli 
Ms. Rivka Kneler 
Mr. Gad Sagiv 
Ms. Neta Sobol 
 

 

10:00-11:00 Meeting with adjunct 
lecturers* 
 

Dr. Dalit Rom Shiloni 
Mr. Eli Schonfeld 
(Dr. Cederic Cohen 
Skalli) 
 

 

11:00-11:45 Meeting with B.A. 
students*** 

Ms. Shirli Avidan 
Ms. Michal Barak 
Mr. Yoav Cohen 
Mr. Erez Laksman 
Mr. Assaf Libster 
Ms. Yaara Rozenblit 
Ms. Ella Zehavi 
 

 

11:45-12:30 Meeting with M.A. 
students*** 
 

Ms. Tamar Alperovich 
Ms. Alessia Belusci 
Mr. Meir Duvdevani 
Mr. Niv Faran 
Ms. Yael Fisch 
Ms. Daniela Koifman
Ms. Iris Saban 
 

 

12:30-13:15 Meeting with PhD 
students*** 

Mr. Amit Alon 
Ms. Noa Israeli 
Mr. Tomer Persico 
Mr. Gad Sagiv 
Mr. Saar Shaked 
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Ms. Neta Sobol 
 

 13:15-13:45 Meeting with 
Alumni*** 

Ms. Efrat Amit 
Leibowitz 
Dr. Adva Gidron 
Mr. Asher Grinner 
Mr. Nimrod Dori 
Ms. Rachel Porat 
Mr. Lior Siboni 
 

 

13:45-14:30 Lunch Prof. Gidi Bohak 
Prof. Menachem 
Lorberbaum 
Prof. Ron Margolin 
Dr. Ishai Rozen Zvi 

 

14:30-15:00 Closed-door working 
meeting of the 
evaluation committee

  

15:00-15:45 Summation meeting 
with heads of the 
institution, Dean of 
the Faculty of 
Humanities and 
Chair of the Dept. of   
Hebrew Culture 

 
Prof. Dany Leviatan, 
Rector 
Prof. Aron Shai, Vice-
Rector 
Prof. David Horn, 
Head of Quality 
Assessment at TAU 
Prof. Shlomo 
Biderman, Dean  
Prof. Gidi Bohak 
Chair of the Dept. 

 

 
* The heads of the institution and academic unit or their representatives will not attend these meetings.  

** Please make sure that these are different students than those meeting with the committee the next day. 
*** The visit will be conducted in English with the exception of students who may speak in Hebrew and 
anyone else who feels unable to converse in English. 

 


