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The Case for Jewish Studies 

The Community Conversation consultations of 2017 highlighted a community need and desire to 

strengthen Jewish Studies at the university level, with a particular focus on the University of Manitoba. 

Concerns were raised in various areas that are all supported by the strong presence of Jewish Studies on 

campus: 

 Combatting anti-semitism and anti-Israel manifestations of anti-semitism on Campus and 

elsewhere requires education and a strong positive presence on a Campus. 

 A wide variety of students could be educated and become ambassadors for Judaism and the 

Jewish community through education, but the opportunities available do not meet the potential 

demand.  

 Exchanges and joint initiatives between local and Israeli universities could be stronger, creating 

a stronger presence on Campus, but not without strengthening course offerings in Manitoba 

that encourage degree programs. 

 Jewish students are forced to leave Winnipeg to get the kind of university education that allows 

them to become Jewish Studies teachers, work in political science fields, minor in languages 

such as Hebrew, Yiddish and Arabic, and more. 

 Promoting Human Rights, a deeper  understanding of Israel and the Middle East is inherently 

more possible with more education available. 

 

Background: 

Department of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies at the University of Manitoba: 

History of the Program 
1950 - Judaic Studies at the University of Manitoba has the distinction of being the first program of its 

kind in Canada, originally founded in 1950, as the Department of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies.  

1964 - Rabbi Dr. Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, recognized today as a seminal influence in the development 

of contemporary Jewish religious thought, directed the program from 1964 to 1975. Subsequently, Dr. 
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Arthur Chiel, Dr. Judah Stampfer, the late Rabbi Dr. Moshe Stern, and Rabbi Dr. Neal Rose, among 

others, contributed their scholarship and leadership to the Judaic Studies program.  

1989 - The program was reduced in scope and most degree options were dropped, however, Judaic 

Studies courses continued to be taught under the auspices of other programs and department. Dr. 

Moshe Nahir coordinated the reduced program from 1979 until 2009, ensuring the survival of the 

language component by offering classes in Hebrew at all levels.  

2007-2009 in approximately this time period, the university had precedents and models for offering and 

renewing programs and departments in partnership with local communities and private/community 

funding. They sought out the financial participation of the Jewish community in endowing a department.  

2009 - In the meantime, Jewish Studies has become a vibrant, growing academic field, offered at an 

increasing number of universities in North America and worldwide. Recognizing this resurgence, the 

Faculty of Arts resolved to revive Judaic Studies in 2009.  

2009 forward - Dr. Ben Baader, serving as program coordinator from 2009-2013, lay the groundwork for 

the resuscitation of the Judaic Studies program. In 2013, Dr. Haskel Greenfield took over as Program 

Coordinator and has continued setting the program on the path to growth and success. 

Jewish Studies in North America 

The resurgence of Jewish Studies is evident in universities across the continent, in centers with large 

Jewish communities and in universities where there are virtually no Jewish students. These programs 

serve to educate Jews and non-Jews about Judaism, Hebrew language used in Bible study as well as in 

modern context, and Yiddish language which is part of a worldwide revival of Klezmer music, Israel and 

political studies, and more. 

Current Context at the University of Manitoba 
The original department had its own dedicated full-time faculty and budget lines.  However, when the 

department became the Judaic Studies Program, it lost control of its faculty and they were assigned to 

other departments. Currently, there are no full-time faculty dedicated to teaching, research, or student 

advising for the Program. All faculty are based in other departments and have primary responsibility to 

those administrative units. In essence, each of the involved faculty donate their time toward the 

maintenance of the Judaic Studies Program’s students and courses.  

The Judaic Studies Program is offered as an interdisciplinary program and provides a Degree Minor.  

Currently, the program draws a great deal of interest from students, but there is no Degree Major 

option.  

 

The Risks to the Current Model:  

 Continuing a program with volunteer Institute Coordinators and ad hoc fundraising to fund a 

portion of a salary to continue Yiddish and Hebrew course is not a model that has a long term 
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future and is extremely vulnerable to staffing and other workload changes. The staff are at risk 

of burnout and the programs are vulnerable to turnover and funding cuts as well as sporadic 

interest in funding and fundraising. 

 Funding pressures in the universities under the current provincial government funding context 

are likely to result in reductions in available budget dollars, rather than the expansion of course 

offerings. 

 Without a degree program, the traction gained with the courses offered to date may be diffused 

and lost. 

 Without the presence of faculty and course offerings that provide a positive and accurate view 

of Israel, Jews, and Judaism, balanced debate at the university is almost impossible to achieve. 

Potential in Manitoba : Alternative models –A buildup of a Jewish Studies program could involve the 

following progression. 

 Courses – As currently operating, a course will continue only if there is both demand and an 

academic available to provide the program. Academics are available only as long as there is 

private fundraising and core programs that attract staff who can teach additional Jewish Studies 

courses. The demand continues to grow as evidenced throughout North America, but the 

availability of faculty in Winnipeg will become a growing challenge. 

 Institute – An institute gives some focus to the courses, allows for additional lectures and 

programs, and offers the potential to attract staff and students as a growth path to a degree 

program. 

 Major program – Re-establishing a major program would stabilize staffing levels, requiring some 

full time, ongoing staffing to offer the breadth and depth of courses required for a major.  

 Inter - University partnership – The University of Winnipeg is also offering a few course that 

could contribute to a degree program , with the courses pre-cleared and cross promoted 

between the universities. 

 

Benefits to the Jewish community - A key question for potential funders is why? Why would the growth 

of a Jewish Studies be of significant interest to the Jewish community? 

The existence of a robust Jewish Studies program in Manitoba enhances the Jewish community in 

various ways: 

 Building relationships – the community through funding and participation builds strong positive 

relationships with other communities, with the universities to ensure difficult situations are 

handled appropriately. Familiarity and understanding go a long way to ensuring that partners 

take care with situations that may threaten Jewish students or community relationships such as 

supporting BDS. 

 Partnerships – a Jewish Studies presence in various university departments and faculties lays 

the ground work for community partnerships in areas such as theatre and music, university 
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courses taught in community settings, university faculty supporting community education 

programs, and more. 

 Exchange programs – Israeli universities have much to offer. The development of exchanges and 

joint research projects enhances both Canadian and Israeli universities and potentially scientific 

research and business development. While there are currently examples in medical research, 

the study of human rights and law, water management and transportation, stronger university 

presence will facilitate more of these exchanges. 

 Positive presence and education in the province – The fact of well taught courses in Hebrew 

and Jewish studies is an attraction for a broad based population to delve into Judaism as an 

academic subject as well as the groundwork to further studies in religion and languages. There is 

a strong demand for those who delve further into bible study and traditional Jewish texts well 

beyond the Jewish community. 

 Raising friends and advocates – knowledge and understanding are the basis for friendships and 

positive relationships. Our history teaches that bigotry and racism thrive amongst people who 

have never met the object of their vilification. Familiarity and visibility enhance the environment 

for positive understanding of Jews and Israel. In addition to local courses, exchanges and joint 

research programs spread the awareness of all the Israel has to offer and increases the positive 

image of Israel in Manitoba.  

 Serving Jewish students – Currently Jewish students have to leave the province to pursue 

interests in their own tradition, culture, language etc. A teacher trained in Jewish Studies at York 

University in Ontario or the Pardes Institute in Jerusalem is unlikely to return to our community, 

where their contribution to the fabric of the Jewish community could be of significant value. 

What is needed to secure Jewish Studies in Manitoba? 

Annual Funding needs: 

$20,000 - to maintain current levels of staffing, though this is barely enough to begin and carries high 

risk of turnover and burnout of volunteer coordinators. 

$25,000 – $100,000 to increase course credits to reach a Major program - $12,500 per course per year – 

staff availability in Winnipeg is a challenge and recruitment of sessional lecturers for a single course 

unlikely. 

Endowments to result in annual funding and permanent staffing: 

$40,000 – to create a full-time lectureship and hire permanent faculty. This would require approximately 

$1,000,000 in endowment. 

$80,000 – to create an assistant professorship with full time, elevated stature and ensuring long term 

offerings if endowed with $2,000,000. 

Enhanced scholarships for Jewish Studies enabling more students to access the degree programs and 

exchanges. 


