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                                                                                               Tel Aviv, 31 October 2010 

To: The Council of Higher Education, Jerusalem 

From: The Department of Jewish Culture Studies, Tel Aviv University 

 

Re: The Report of the Evaluation Committee for Jewish Philosophy at Tel Aviv 

University (August 2010) 

 

Dear Sir / Madam,  

 

We read the committee’s report, and would like to express our gratitude to the 

committee’s chairperson and members for their detailed and thoughtful review of our 

department. Overall, we think that the review accurately reflects the situation of our 

department, and correctly points to its strengths and weaknesses. For ease of 

reference, the reactions below are ordered more or less according to the order of the 

different topics in the committee’s own report. 

 

We were glad to see that the committee’s overall evaluation of our department is very 

positive, and that it views the recently-founded department of Jewish Culture Studies 

(Tarbut Ivrit) as a successful, and important, endeavor. Many of the specific points 

noted in the report relate to this fact, including the very interdisciplinary nature of our 

department, the collegiality and cooperation among faculty members, the elimination 

of duplicate courses and the offering of a broad, and flexible, range of courses to our 

undergraduate and graduate students. 

 

We were also glad to see that the committee’s first specific point was that our 

department has “An excellent cadre of young scholars.” From our perspective too, this 

-- together with our interdisciplinary structure -- is our greatest strength, and it is an 

asset that we are doing our best to maintain and to foster. In this context, we would 

like to mention two recent developments, both of which took place after the 

committee’s visit. On the one hand, we have recruited one more talented young 

scholar, Dr. Adam Afterman, an expert in medieval Jewish philosophy and Kabbalah,  
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who was awarded a Milgat Alon in summer 2010, and is the latest evidence of our 

commitment to excellence in research and teaching. On the other hand, Prof. Vered 

Noam, from our megamah of Talmud and ancient Jewish literature, has recently been 

awarded the Michael Bruno Award, so that our department now boasts two recipients 

of this prestigious award, granted to talented Israeli scholars under the age of 50. This 

too may be viewed as evidence that our commitment to “An excellent cadre of young 

scholars,” has not gone unnoticed. 

 

We were also glad to read the committee’s other comments about the strengths of our 

new department, and especially its emphasis on the inter-disciplinary nature of the 

research and the teaching carried out by our members. We believe that the committee 

is right in noting that the faculty’s interests complement each other, that faculty 

members interact more closely with each other, and that the students benefit from a 

richer array of courses and study-options. To all these observations we would wish to 

add one more, namely, that the scholarly output of the department’s members in 

recent years -- be it monographs, articles, or edited volumes -- is truly impressive in 

its cutting-edge quality, interdisciplinary nature, and sheer quantity (or, as the 

committee briefly put it, “All (Senior Faculty) have published widely and to critical 

acclaim”). This also is manifest from the number of competitive research grants won 

by the department’s members in recent years, and is yet another proof of our 

commitment to excellence in research and teaching. 

 

Among the weaknesses noted by the committee, the most obvious weakness -- and the 

first to be pointed out -- is that “In some areas the coverage is not as good as it should 

be.” This point is repeated several times in the report, most notably in the claim that 

“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.” This 

is a problem of which we are acutely aware, and which we are doing our best to solve. 

In the area of medieval Jewish philosophy, the above-mentioned recruitment of Dr. 

Adam Afterman is a partial solution (as briefly noted by the committee report, in  
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paragraph d) -- partial, in that his position will be one-half in medieval Jewish 

philosophy and one-half in the area of Kabbalah, where we also expect a serious 

shortage of faculty in the very near future (with the imminent retirements of Dr. 

Jacobson and Dr. Goldreich). And when it comes to Modern Jewish Thought, we fully 

agree with the committee’s lament of our thin coverage of this important area; 

moreover, we would like to stress that this is due only to a lack of funding, and not to 

a lack of suitable candidates. If, or when, we get a “green light” to recruit new faculty 

members in the areas of medieval or modern Jewish thought, or of Kabbalah and 

Hassidism, we are absolutely certain that excellent candidates would be available to 

fill any such position. In fact, we are repeatedly telling some excellent young scholars 

-- who did their PhDs at Tel Aviv University, in other universities in Israel, or in some 

of the best universities of the USA and Europe -- that at present we cannot offer them 

a position, in spite of their obvious talents and demonstrated scholarly achievements, 

and in spite of our obvious shortage of experts in their field. This is a point which 

transpires quite clearly from the committee’s observations about our “impressive” 

Junior Faculty who “expressed deep anxiety about their future in academia.” Their 

anxiety is ours as well, since the best of them would easily find academic positions in 

the best universities abroad if they are unable to find them here. It is, we feel, an issue 

which must be addressed -- both for the good of our department and for the good of 

the State of Israel as a whole. The Israeli “brain drain” -- of which we have all been 

aware for quite some time -- is finally becoming a more public issue, and would 

hopefully become the target of some concrete action as well. 

 

Another reservation raised by the committee is that “the program creates students less 

prepared in the subject matter given the breadth – rather than the depth – of their 

studies.” It also notes the relative abesnce of textual courses, and the absence of 

courses on methodology. We are fully aware of both issues, and are doing our best to 

remedy these deficiencies with the meager means at our disposal. On the one hand, 

we have initiated a cooperation with the beit midrash (called “Ittim”) which operates 

in the Tel Aviv University campus, in order to enable those students who want to  
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engage more deeply with rabbinic texts to do so in a framework that is different from 

that of our regular classes but is up to all the academic standards. We are also taking 

part in a three-year inter-university graduate program, on “Jewish Culture in the 

Ancient World,” which is funded by the newly established Humanities Fund; this 

program enables some of our graduate students to benefit from courses, and contacts, 

at Haifa University and Bar-Ilan University, thus widening their intellectual horizons 

and partly solving the problem mentioned in the committee’s report (“The students 

are isolated in their work as there is not a sufficient cohort of students to interact 

with”). Finally, we have initiated a new methodological seminar, “Methods in 

Research and Writing in Jewish Studies,” which we are now offering to our graduate 

students. If this experiment proves successful, we shall certainly repeat it, or a similar 

seminar, in future years as well. It must be stressed, however, that as long as our 

hands are tied by severe budgetary constraints and the lack of new senior and junior 

faculty, our ability to enhance both the breadth and the depth of our students’ training 

is severely limited. 

 

When it comes to funding our students, we fully agree with the committee’s 

observation that the number of scholarships and teaching positions available to our 

PhD students is simply inadequate. We are also fully aware of the fact that “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.” Ever 

since the beginning of the crisis in the Israeli universities in general, and in Tel Aviv 

University in particular, we have seen a gradual decline in the number of graduate 

fellowships and the number of junior-faculty teaching positions. Over the years, many 

efforts have been made to rectify, or at least ameliorate, this situation, by tapping 

internal university resources, by recruiting external research funding, and by opening 

new teaching programs (Ofakim and Melamdim) which often recruit junior faculty to 

teach specific courses. However, we are fully aware of our shortcomings on this 

score, and would welcome any initiative to assist us in offering our graduate students 

better funding and more opportunities to hone their pedagogical skills. 
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In addition to the issue of graduate funding, we would also like to stress another fact 

highlighted by the committee’s report, namely, the complete absence of any funding 

for post-doctoral fellowships, which greatly hampers our ability to recruit excellent 

young scholars on a temporary basis, enable them to mature, enable us to use their 

talents and expertise, and -- most of all -- allow us to test their suitability as 

candidates for tenure-track positions in our department, if and when they become 

available. This is an issue that cannot be solved on the department level, but only by 

the Faculty of Humanities, or the University as a whole, but it is an issue whose 

solution we would welcome most gladly.  

 

Finally, we would like to add our own consent to the report’s comments on the need 

to strengthen the university library, in order to enable it to serve its role as the basis 

for cutting-edge scholarship in the 21st century. 

 

As may be seen from the committee’s detailed recommendations, most of its 

suggestions depend on the allocation of more funds to the Humanities in general and 

to Jewish Studies in particular. It is our sincere hope that the current academic year, 

which seems to have opened on a more optimistic note than most previous years, 

would bring with it the kind of change that we have all been waiting for for the last 

decade, and a renewed governmental commitment to the future of Israeli higher 

education. With additional funding, we would hire more excellent faculty members, 

would grant more scholarships and junior teaching positions, would broaden and 

deepen our core curriculum, and would ensure our students at all levels the best 

possible training in Jewish Studies. 

Sincerely Yours, 

 
Prof. Gideon Bohak 

(Former) Chair, Department of Hebrew Culture Studies 

Tel Aviv University 


