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8 Nisan 5773 

19 March 2013 

 

Ms. Tamar Efrati 

Coordinator 

Council for Higher Education 

Jerusalem 

ISRAEL 

 

Dear Ms. Efrati: 

 

          I am happy to report to you and your colleagues my reactions to the responses of the four Israeli 

universities (Bar-Ilan University, Ben-Gurion University, Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University) to the 

recommendations made by the Evaluation Committee, of which I have been a member, to their respective 

programs in Jewish Thought/Philosophy, subsequent to the visits of the committee in 2009. All four 

universities seem to have taken our recommendations seriously. Our visits to all the universities were 

with full cooperation of faculty, students, and administrators. 

 

I. Bar-Ilan University 
 

A. It is good that our recommendations for additional faculty in Jewish Philosophy were 

implemented. This gives Bar-Ilan, in my opinion, the most well rounded program in Jewish 

Philosophy of the four universities the committee evaluated. 

B. The removal of the program in Jewish Philosophy from the Department of Philosophy to the 

Department of Mahshevet Yisra’el is a good move. The fact is that what makes Jewish 

Philosophy “Jewish” is its connection to the Jewish tradition, which is heavily theological. 

Considering the antipathy to theology in most philosophy departments in secular universities, 

even in Bar-Ilan which is officially “religious,” it would seem Jewish Philosophy would be 

marginalized in the Philosophy Department. Hence it is better that Jewish Philosophy be taught 

within the general context of “Jewish Studies.” Of course, this also means that the generally 

historicist, anti-philosophical, tendencies of most Jewish Studies faculty will have to be 

overcome in order for Jewish Philosophy to thrive in this new atmosphere, and not become as 

marginalized as it probably was in the old atmosphere of General Philosophy. Nevertheless, 

students in Jewish Philosophy need to do much work in General Philosophy so that they can 

bring sophisticated philosophical methods to their work on traditional Jewish texts and the 

ideas they deal with. 

C. The problem with all requests for expansion of graduate facilities, plus greater funding for 

them, is that there are virtually no job prospects for university scholar-teachers of Jewish 

Thought in Israel now and in the foreseeable future. Moreover, because of more and better 

programs in Jewish Thought in the Diaspora, fewer non-Israeli students are coming to Israeli 

universities to do graduate work in this area (and other areas of Jewish Studies). In addition, 

there seems to be an understandable reluctance on the part of Israeli universities to train 

students who are likely to leave Israel for jobs in the Diaspora.  

 

II. Ben-Gurion University 
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A. It is good to see the Department’s commitment to “teaching both thematic and text courses.” 

This follows on our suggestion that many students who are not interested in the history of 

Jewish Thought per se, and who are “turned off” by what seems to be material that is irrelevant 

to their philosophical interests (and they do have them), would be attracted to courses that deal 

with such themes as “justice,” “sexuality,” “nationalism,” “life-and-death decisions.” This 

would require professors, who generally only want to teach courses in their historically defined 

areas of expertise, to be more imaginative in what they teach, especially to undergraduates, but 

also to graduate students who will become teachers themselves and have to attract students 

from outside Jewish Studies per se. 

B. It is still unclear whether the Department has taken seriously the strong recommendation of the 

Evaluation Committee that the number of undergraduate courses (many of which are rarely 

taught) be reduced and better organized to give students the chance to have a coherent course of 

study in Jewish Thought/Philosophy. 

C. It is unclear whether the Department can implement the recommendation that there be two new 

appointments in Kabbalah and Modern Jewish Thought. This might be contingent on budgetary 

considerations beyond the control of one department or even one university. 

D. As for the question of job prospects for Ph.D. candidates both in Israel and in the Diaspora, and 

how this impacts on the number and quality of Ph.D.’s from this university or any Israeli 

university, see I.C. above. 

 

III. The Hebrew University 

 

A. It is hard to believe that the Faculty Appointments Committee couldn’t find suitable 

appointments in the areas of Jewish Thought in the Mediaeval Muslim World, Zohar, and 

Modern Jewish Philosophy. It seems to me that this shows a lack of any real commitment to 

sustaining an excellent program in Jewish Philosophy, much less making it even better. It is 

hard to believe that there weren’t suitable candidates to teach the founding discipline in Israel’s 

founding university. 

B. Of the four universities the Committee evaluated, it seems that the Hebrew University had the 

least commitment to Jewish Thought, and that the morale of both faculty and students was the 

lowest. 

C. As for the question of job prospects for Ph.D’s in Jewish Thought, see I.C. above.  

 

IV. Tel Aviv University 
 

A. Of the four universities evaluated, it is clear that Tel Aviv University has the highest morale 

among faculty (and especially younger, untenured faculty) and students. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that our recommendations are being implemented here to a greater extent than 

elsewhere. This is also apparent from the increasing number of students at Tel Aviv University 

who are taking courses in Jewish Thought. 

B. The major need of the Department is to increase the number of faculty so that major areas of 

Jewish Thought are only covered by one person. That means when the one person who is the 

expert in one major area of Jewish Thought is on leave (and Israeli universities are known to 

give frequent leave to faculty members), nothing in that area is taught. This often means that 

students who have taken a course of study in Jewish Thought are often missing courses in some 

key area or other in Jewish Thought. 

C. While the interdisciplinary programs, such as those between Jewish Thought and General 

Philosophy and Jewish Thought and Jewish History, are good insofar as they help integrate 

Jewish Thought into larger areas of Jewish Studies and the Humanities, this should not be at the 

expense of some intensive study of key texts in Jewish Thought per se. I would suggest that 
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there be a core curriculum in Jewish Thought, combining both disciplinary and 

interdisciplinary approaches. 

D. It is unlikely that the Committee’s recommendation of a consortium among Israeli universities 

to deal with overlap in the teaching of Jewish Thought in Israel will be able to be accepted, 

much less implemented. That is because of the deep political, economic, and ideological 

differences among Israel universities (a problem hardly uniquely Israeli). Perhaps, though, 

more faculty exchanges (i.e., visiting professorships) could be implemented. 

E. As for job prospects for Ph.D.’s in Jewish Thought, see I.C. above. 

 

 

 

Respectfully yours, 

 

 

David Novak, M.H.L., Ph.D., F.R.S.C. 

J. Richard and Dorothy Shiff Chair in Jewish Studies 

Professor of Religion and Philosophy 

  

           

 

 

 


