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17 February 2011 
 

 
The Council for Higher Education 
Jerusalem 
 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 

Re: Report of the Evaluation Committee 
 on Middle Eastern Studies at the Hebrew University 

 
Let me begin by stating that I am a member of the Department of Islamic 
and Middle Eastern Studies (IMES).  In this capacity, before I was elected 
dean, I participated in the writing of the Department’s self-evaluation 
report (summer of 2009).  Subsequently, I took part in the meeting with 
the external evaluation committee (spring 2010).  This was after I was 
elected dean, but before I took office.  In my current position, I am 
attempting to look at the Committee’s report in a balanced and objective 
manner.  This being said, I must confess my pleasure that the Committee’s 
overall evaluation was a positive one. 
 
I would like to express my thanks to the Committee for its thorough job in 
evaluating the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies at the 
Hebrew University and the field in Israel in general.  I enjoyed the friendly 
and open manner with which the Committee members conducted the 
encounter with Department members, and I think that they made a serious 
effort to understand the dynamic of the Department and the context in 
which it operates.   
 
I concur with the Committee’s conclusion that the Department of Middle 
Eastern Studies at the Hebrew University is in relatively robust shape.  
This somewhat heartening state of affairs is a combination of several 
factors, most of which are mentioned by the Committee: the high academic 
quality of the Department members, the good coverage of key topics in 
Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, the reasonable age distribution of 
teachers, the generally good relations between members and the nice esprit 
de corps, the large numbers and high level of the students, and  the 
efficient administration of the departmental office.   The Department has 
negotiated reasonably well the small crisis generated by retirement of a 
large number of key and prominent teachers over the last decade or so, and 
has succeeded in rebuilding to a large degree its section devoted to the 
Modern Middle East through the judicious absorption of new members 
(including – since the Committee’s visit – one specializing in Palestinian 
history and affairs).  Together with colleagues from the Department of 
Arabic Language and Literature, members of the Department have over 
the last half dozen years or so established and built up an active research 
center (the Nehemia Levtzion Center for Islamic Studies) and together 
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with those colleagues help maintain the world-renown journal Jerusalem 
Studies in Arabic and Islamic.  Members of the department are active at 
the Truman Institute and in the affairs of the  Institute of Asian and 
African studies and the Faculty 
 
In recent years, the Department has also served as a new home for several 
subjects that had been weakened through retirements and no longer exist in 
separate departments.  Thus, the IMES Department has been joined by the 
last remaining member of the Department of African Studies, and now 
offers courses on general African history and Ethiopia.  The Jerusalem 
“branch” of the new inter-university program in African Studies is  
administered through the departmental office.  Likewise, the IMES 
Department now hosts courses in Armenian Studies that were until 
recently part of a degree granting program in that field.  Iranian studies, 
also once a separate program, is now under the aegis of the Department.  
While we can lament the disappearance of these programs, there is some 
solace that these important subjects find some expression in the 
University, within the framework of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies.  
 
This being said, there are a number of problems and worrying matters that 
demand attention, as follows: 
 

1. By 2014, four of the 14 members of the Department are slated to 
retire, including the two colleagues who deal with the early Islamic 
period (ca. 600-1000 BCE), the art historian and one of the 
historians of the modern period.  With the exception of the last 
mentioned, all of these are critical losses, creating large gaps in the 
teaching and research program.  At the present rate of granting job 
slots, it is unclear if the Faculty will be able to supply tenure-track 
positions to the Department to fill the gaps created by these 
retirements. 

2. There are key areas that are still not covered in the Department’s 
roster of positions, such as Islamic religious thought, early modern 
history of the Islamic world (including the Ottoman Empire, Iran, 
India and Central Asia) and modern Iran.  Some of these fields may 
be filled through joint appointments (e.g., the first mentioned 
together with the Department of Arabic Language and Literature), 
but one way or another they need to be dealt with. 

3. The teaching of Persian and Turkish, two key languages for 
historical research on the one hand, and modern – even 
contemporary – concerns, on the other, are almost impossible to 
maintain without a strong influx of funding from outside the 
Department, and perhaps the Faculty.  Initial attempts at inter-
University cooperation in the teaching of these languages have 
been made, but so far have not produced a solution.  I should note 
that with the absorption of the Iranian Studies program into IMES, 
no budgetary arrangement was made for the teaching of Persian, 
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and thus the Department has taken on new responsibility without 
any additional resources. 

4. Perhaps even more importantly, the ability of the Department to 
maintain a full blown program of instruction in Arabic for students 
with no or little knowledge of Arabic upon admission (who 
constitute the vast majority of the students) is now seriously 
compromised due to the retirement of teachers in the “parallel 
track”, who are not being replaced.  There is currently no soft  
money to make up the hours of teaching lost through retirement.  It 
should be mentioned that two relatively young teachers in the 
parallel track have been granted tenure now (after many years of 
discussion), but their teaching hours represent only between 50-
66% of the necessary teaching hours for this critical subject in the 
State of Israel.  (N.B.: It should be made clear that the teaching of 
Arabic language to students with little or no prior background 
should not be confused with the teaching of Arabic literature and 
linguistics to students already with advanced knowledge of the 
language, for which professors are needed). 

 
Of all of the problems above, nos. 3 and 4 are the most critical and demand 
the attention of the Committee for Academic Policy.  I might add that the 
teaching of foreign languages in general is one of the key challenges 
facing the Faculty of Humanities – and the University – in the next few 
years. 
 
Finally, I would like to relate to the suggestion made by the External 
Evaluation Committee regarding the possible merging of the Department 
of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies with the Department of Arabic 
Language and Literature.  I will discuss this matter at greater length in my 
letter regarding the report on the latter Department.  At this time, I will 
note that it seems to me that more cooperation between the two 
departments is needed in the long and short run, and not only to 
judiciously use resources.  One example might be a joint M.A. on pre-
modern Islamic culture and history. However, I am unequivocally against 
the merging of the Departments.  While there is some overlap of subject 
matter, overall the members employ different methodologies and often 
appeal to different audiences.  One result of the merging would be the 
watering down of both departments, to the benefit of no one: the total 
would most likely be less than the sum of the parts, and not only in the 
number of students. 
 
While I disagree with this particular recommendation, I still greatly 
appreciate the good faith and hard work of the Committee members in 
general, and on this specific matter. 
 
The Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies is in relatively 
good shape.  Let’s hope that the Faculty and University can provide it with 
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resources to maintain this situation and permit it even to develop and 
improve. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
Reuven Amitai 
    
 



Jerusalem, 13 February 2011 

The Council for Higher Education                                               
POB 4037 
Jerusalem 91040 
 

Further to the Committee for the Evaluation of Middle East Studies Programs’ report on the 

Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, we 

hereby submit the departmental response to comments and suggestions raised there.  

The Department wishes to thank the members of the Committee for the comprehensive 

report, for the pleasant atmosphere that prevailed during their visit to the Department, and for 

their conclusions and recommendations that by and large are consonant with our understanding 

of the Department’s situation and its expectations from the university authorities in the next few 

years. We are also grateful for the Committee's evaluation that our department continues to build 

on our long tradition of scholarly excellence. Finally, we would like to draw attention to the 

Committee's conclusion that "this is a healthy department that merits strengthening as resources 

come available".  

 

A detailed response to the report follows:  

Teaching staff: 

The Committee noted the severe cuts in the departmental budget and in the limited financial 

resources allocated to it over the past years. The current budget does not reflect the number of 

students enrolled in the department, nor the department's relative size. The cuts have adversely 

affected the teaching staff of the department, in terms of both the number of tenured/tenure-

track faculty and the ability to hire contingent faculty.  This problem will be aggravated in the 

coming years due to the expected retirement of several members of the department. In view of 

the field’s importance, the Committee has requested the allocation of additional resources – to 

the extent possible – to the department, so that at least the subjects taught by the department in 

the past may be maintained, and new areas of importance that are not taught at the moment may 

be developed. We concur with this recommendation. We also wish to note that the lack of a 

researcher specializing in the study of the Palestinians, as noted by the committee, has been now 

alleviated by the hiring of Dr Hillel Cohen to a tenure-track position in the Department. Thanks 

to this new appointment, we are now able to offer several courses (seminar, textual course and 

lecture) that study the Palestinians from different angles and perspectives. 

 

 



 

Teaching program and students: 

The Department’s ability to offer a rich and varied program of courses is obviously dependent 

on the funding at its disposal. The transition in first year undergraduate courses, from classes 

taught by senior faculty accompanied by smaller study sections to large-scale lecture courses, 

derives from the cuts in the departmental budget. The disservice to the students and the 

Department’s inability to offer its advanced students employment and teaching experience are 

clear to us. An increased budget would enable us to sustain the high standard achieved in smaller 

study groups. 

The Department accepts the Committee’s recommendation of an advanced writing 

course for graduate students (students for the research MA and PhD students), possibly in 

cooperation with the Department of Arabic Language and Literature (see below). This 

recommendation is consonant with the university-wide reform in doctoral programs that aims at 

bringing students closer to a number of departments to which they have ties. We will offer an 

advanced writing seminar already in the coming academic year (2011/12). 

The Department accepts the Committee’s recommendation to study the drop-out rate of 

first-year undergraduates and the reasons for it. The Department will deal with this issue upon 

receipt of the relevant data.  

 

Cooperation with corresponding departments at other universities: 

The Department assents to the Committee’s recommendation that a basic infrastructure for 

Middle East and Islamic Studies be provided for. As the Committee noted, this infrastructure 

includes also the teaching of Persian and Modern Turkish (in addition to Arabic). The 

Department’s ability to continue to offer basic courses (beginning and advanced levels) in these 

languages has been severely damaged in the last few years by the cancellation of the parallel track 

for language teachers and the transfer of the funding of these courses from the general university 

budget to the ever-shrinking departmental one. We, too, agree that advanced courses (above the 

level of an exemption) in these languages – aimed mainly at graduate students – could be given 

jointly with parallel departments at other universities. In fact, such cooperation is already 

ongoing, as for the past few years we have enabled students at other universities to take 

advanced courses here, and have sent our students to other universities. It is important to note 

that administrative issues such as tuition, credit transfer, etc. still make such exchanges difficult. 

We call on the CHE to advance this matter by formulating a clear program of cooperation 

between the universities.  



 

Unification with the Department of Arabic Language and Literature:  

Cooperation with the Department of Arabic Language and Literature has been a cornerstone of 

the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies since its inception. This long-term 

cooperation is expressed in teaching, research and other academic activities. We view the 

Department of Arabic Language and Literature as complementary to Islamic and Middle Eastern 

Studies and encourage our undergraduate students to major in both. Graduate students often 

design study programs that lean on both departments. We agree with the Committee’s comment 

that the establishment of the Schools and the dissociation of teaching from the Institute of Asian 

and African Studies have harmed the connections between the two departments, particularly in 

relation to undergraduate teaching. We would wish to strengthen the ties between the two 

departments and consider this a vital step in the interests of both sides. 

This being said, we do not consider full unification of both departments an appropriate 

and satisfactory solution. The disciplinary differences between the two departments, the 

divergent School affiliation, and the varying levels of knowledge of Arabic among the students of 

the two departments, in fact prevent any real unification, certainly at undergraduate level. We 

require our students to study different introductory courses, we put different emphases in upper-

level undergraduate courses and we ask our students to take different disciplinary courses 

according to our divergent School affiliation. Beyond that, we believe that with Arabic being one 

of Israel's two official languages, and Arabs constituting a fifth of Israel's population, there is 

public importance in the continued existence of Arabic Language and Literature as a separate 

field.  

We do, however, wish to increase the cooperation between the departments, and to 

expand it beyond the current situation. In light of this and in line with the Committee's 

recommendations, we have established an interdepartmental committee to examine ways of 

increasing teaching cooperation. The ideas that have been raised and are now being studied 

include additional joint undergraduate courses, the establishment of joint undergraduate clusters, 

joint MA tracks (e.g., “Society and Literature in the Modern Middle East”; “Religion and History 

of the Medieval Middle East”), an advanced writing seminar for graduate students of both 

departments, and in certain cases, shared tenure-track positions (mainly in the fields of Islamic 

religion and culture, and in medieval history).   

 

We would like to conclude our response by thanking the Committee for its detailed, 

comprehensive, and thoughtful report that will surely contribute to our efforts to maintain the 



Department’s position as a leading teaching and research unit that can proudly continue its long 

tradition of scholarly excellence. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

Dr Eyal Ginio 

Chair, Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies 


