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Introduction 

 Having spent my first two years of Sciences Po at the Menton Campus for 
Middle Eastern and Mediterranean Studies, I had originally considered several options 
in the Middle East for my third year abroad, before eventually deciding on spending it 
in Jerusalem at the Hebrew University. My choice was influenced by several factors. 
 I had always planned to spend my third year in Israel. I had long been 
fascinated with both Israeli culture and the Arab–Israeli conflict. In fact, I had spent 
my third year of high school abroad at the King’s Academy of Jordan. During my time 
in Jordan, I was able to get a very intensive look at Jordanian culture, language, and 
way of life. Considering that more than half of Jordan’s population is Palestinian, and 
that a significant number of my classmates hailed from Palestine, I was able to glean 
considerable insight on the Palestinian Weltanschauung and mentality.  
 Every story has more than one perspective, and all my life, I would say that I 
have been subjected to very pro-Palestinian viewpoints regarding politics. From living 
in Jordan to attending Sciences Po’s Middle Eastern Campus, I have never really heard 
much from “the other side.” After having read so much about and taken several classes 
on the Arab–Israeli conflict, going to Israel would be an amazing opportunity to 
finally expose myself to the opinions and outlook of the Israeli people.  
 Forming an opinion about an issue as controversial and politicized as that of 
Israel–Palestine is extremely difficult unless one has heard from as many sides of the 
conflict as possible, and spending a year in Israel would have allowed me to explore 
this “other side.” A final reason a year in Israel sounded so tempting for me was that it 
would allow me explore my Jewish heritage, my mother being Jewish.  
 Having decided on spending my third year in Israel, and knowing that I 
wanted to spend the year studying rather than working, I was left with three Israeli 
institutions to choose from, two in Tel Aviv, and one in Jerusalem. The 
Interdisciplinary Center Herzliyah offered highly interesting classes, especially in the 
realm of security and counter-terrorism, but limited opportunities to learn Hebrew 
(my goal being to achieve a high level of conversational Hebrew by the end of the year 
abroad). The University of Tel Aviv, on the other hand, offered Hebrew courses but 
lacked interesting courses in other subjects.  
 The Hebrew University of Jerusalem offered both intensive Hebrew throughout 
the year as well as more than 120 fascinating courses to choose from. Concerning 
Hebrew, my goal was to be fluent by the end of the year (possible through a 
combination of concentrating on my Hebrew classes during the school-year, 
immersing myself in the language outside of the classroom, teaching myself in my free 
time, and channeling the right motivation).  
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 As important as the academic possibilities was the city itself—Jerusalem, 
crossroads of civilizations, epicenter of the three Abrahamic traditions, and in many 
ways the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
 Essentially, the Hebrew University offered the seductive combination of high-
quality courses on a variety of topics, intensive language classes in Hebrew, and the 
promise of an exceptional cultural-social experience in a city steeped in history and 
tradition.  

i. Description of My Experience 

 In this section I will discuss my academic experience in Jerusalem; the classes I 
took, my experience learning Hebrew, and my internship at the Harry S. Truman 
Research Institute for the Advancement of Peace. Even before choosing my courses, I 
knew that my choice of classes would be oriented towards political science and the 
Middle East, specifically classes focussing on Israeli history, politics, and society. 
Additionally, I wanted to focus on the Hebrew language and try to get a politics-
related internship. 

Rothberg & Faculty Courses 

 First, it should be made clear that for the extents and purposes of this 
reflection, the Hebrew University consists of two separate entities. The Faculty, which 
is where the University’s Israeli students study. Most courses at the Faculty are in 
Hebrew, although it is possible to find English courses there as well. There is also the 
Rothberg International School, which hosts exchange students to the Hebrew 
University. All classes at Rothberg are taught in English. Exchange students (including 
myself) all study at Rothberg by default. It should be noted that it is quite possible to 
take courses at the Faculty, and for some this might even be desirable, given the much 
broader choice of courses there. A major complication, however, is that the Faculty 
and Rothberg are on different schedules. Rothberg usually starts a full month earlier 
than classes at the Faculty, and the Faculty ends a full month later. Holiday breaks are 
also at different times. Essentially, studying at both Rothberg and the Faculty means 
taking classes from September to July, with only six weeks of break in between. The 
alternative, taking classes exclusively at Rothberg, involves taking classes from 
September to June with 12 weeks of break in between. This makes studying at both 
Rothberg and the Faculty a quite exhausting prospect. 
 It is, of course, entirely possible to exclusively take classes at the Faculty, but 
since Rothberg students are not guaranteed entry to classes at the Faculty, the 
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Rothberg School, which manages the exchange students, insists that exchange 
students sign up for and take classes at Rothberg before the Faculty classes start. They 
can drop these classes once they are admitted to classes at the Faculty, but this system 
obviously requires the presence of the exchange student at the University a full month 
before classes at the Faculty start.  

Ulpan 

 The actual semester at the Hebrew University started on September 25, but I 
arrived in Jerusalem early in order to participate in an ulpan at the Hebrew 
University. An ulpan is a (usually) month long intensive language-learning course 
designed to quickly impart basic Hebrew skills on new immigrants, in order to 
facilitate their integration into Israeli society. My ulpan (designed not for immigrants, 
but specifically for undergraduate students at the Rothberg School, was somewhat 
shorter than average, running from August 30 to September 22. Classes started at 8:30 
in the morning and ended at one in the afternoon, for a total of 29 hours per week. 
 The ulpan is an Israeli institution and accordingly, the Israelis have perfected its 
methodology. Since traditional ulpanim may be made up of immigrants from a host of 
countries and cultures, ulpan teachers generally refrain from using any language other 
than Hebrew.  
 A word on the structuring of Hebrew classes at Rothberg. Hebrew levels 
correspond to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, e.g. Aleph, Bet, Gimel, Dalet, and He. 
The instruction manual used is Hebrew from Scratch (Ivrit Min Ha’Hatchala), and, to my 
knowledge, each level corresponds to one book. There not being enough time to finish 
one entire book over the course of one semester, each semester or ulpan works 
through roughly half of a book. After having finished a book, a formal level 
examination is required to advance to the next level of the alphabet. Therefore, there 
are several levels within the alphabetical structure itself, e.g. Aleph Beginners, Aleph 
Intermediate, Aleph Advanced, &c…, where Aleph Beginners is equivalent to the first third 
of Hebrew from Scratch: Aleph, Aleph Intermediate to the second third, and Aleph Advanced 

to the last third. Not every alphabetized level consisted of three separate sections. 
Level Bet, for example, only had a beginner’s class and an advanced class. The number 
of levels depends entirely on the intake of students and their Hebrew level, which 
may vary greatly from year to year.  
 Having started learning some Hebrew in the summer with the help of 
Duolingo, I was placed in Aleph Intermediate, and didn’t have to start from scratch. I 
would strongly advise anybody interested in taking Hebrew classes to do the same, or 
to at least learn the alphabet, in order to get the most out of their time in Israel. One’s 

https://www.duolingo.com/course/he/en/Learn-Hebrew-Online
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level was determined by a placement test issued by email in the summer. The test 
consisted of an online exam and a short composition.  
 The grading of the ulpan course consisted of 10% attendance, 20% regular 
quizzes, 20% homework (based on completion, although this varies from teacher to 
teacher), 10% listening comprehension exercises, and 40% of the final exam. Since I 
had done a bit of Hebrew in the summer, the ulpan wasn’t too challenging. Classes 
were quite small (seven people), although this varied greatly based on level (some 
classes had up to 20 people). The Undergraduate ulpan was worth five credits.  The *

ulpan cost 1.200€, which, unlike the year abroad, was not covered by Sciences Po.  

Hebrew 

 First and second semester. Once the actual semester started, Hebrew classes 
were cut down from 29 hours a week to eight hours a week, which naturally slowed 
down the pace of our progression somewhat. Classes took place three times a week, 
from 8:30 to 12:30 on Mondays, and from 8:30 to 10 on Wednesdays and Thursdays. 
During the first semester, I was placed in Aleph Advanced, which culminated in a level 
exam at the end of the semester. Having taken Arabic, another semitic language, for 
three years before coming to Israel, the Hebrew language was not particularly 
challenging, especially considering its history. Whereas Hebrew was once, both 
phonetically and grammatically quite challenging (as Biblical Hebrew still is), the 
language was virtually reconstructed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in order 
to render it easier to learn. This was a necessary reflection of the nature of the Jewish 
state, which took in vast numbers of immigrants from all around the world. Having 
olim  slave away at a difficult language would have been neither intelligent nor †

effective, and would have provided a considerable obstacle to integration. Therefore, 
and much to my pleasure, the modern Hebrew language revealed itself as both 
intuitive and logical.  
 After having passed the level exam, I was set to start Bet Beginners in the second 
semester. I put my very long winter break (seven weeks) to use, however, and did a 
fair amount of Duolingo again, thus allowing me to join Bet Advanced upon my return. 
Bet Advanced completes level Bet and also culminates in a final exam, after which I 
would be on course to start level Gimel.  

 Hebrew University credits, that is. For our year abroad, we required 15 HU credits per *

semester, for a total of 30 HU credits by the end of the year. I am not entirely sure how the 
Hebrew University credits translated to ECTS credits. 

 One who has made aliyah to Israel; a new immigrant to Israel.†
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The History of the Modern State of Israel 

 First semester. I must warmly recommend this course, taught by Dr. David 
Mendelsson. The course presents an overview of Israeli history from the early 
beginnings of Zionism in the 19th century all the way to the most recent United 
Nations Security Council Resolution on Israeli settlement building. Professor 
Mendelsson, a British-born Israeli who has been teaching at the Hebrew University 
for decades, has more than extensive knowledge on everything and anything to do 
with Israeli history and society. Professor Mendelsson is also a gifted lecturer who 
never lost my attention even once. He deserves the highest praise for managing to 
remain extremely neutral during the entire course, amounting to a veritable tour-de-
force considering the subject matter. I never had the feeling (which I often had in 
Israel) that the explanation I received on a certain issue was clouded by personal 
opinion or political persuasion. At the end of the course, none of us were any the 
wiser as to what his actual opinions were on Israeli history and the Arab–Israeli 
conflict, something I personally can only commend.   
 The four hours of class every week were supplemented with a field-trip to 
Mount Herzl, Israel’s national cemetery, where we analyzed the site’s architecture and 
layout in order to understand Israel’s “civil religion.” The grading of the course 
consisted of two short assignments (two or three pages) worth 30% of the final grade, 
35% for either a midterm exam or a midterm paper (the choice was ours), and 35% for 
the final (written) exam. Needless to say, I greatly enjoyed this course and learned 
quite a lot about Israeli history.  

Radical Islamic Movements in a Changing Middle East 

 First semester. This course was decidedly not as good as the first. The professor, 
Mr. Adam Hoffman, was quite young and was (to my knowledge) still in the process 
of  completing his PhD. Unlike Professor Mendelsson’s course, this was the first time 
that this course was offered at the Hebrew University. The interesting title was 
somewhat misleading. I had studied modern Arab political thought in Menton, and 
was hoping to get a better overview of how radical Islamic movements operate, how 
they were formed, what specific challenges they pose, etc… Rather, the course was 
mostly a summary of various Islamic movements and didn’t offer much information 
that one couldn’t have gotten by regularly reading the news. My main criticism of this 
course remains that I could have gotten every single thing we learned off of Wikipedia 
in ten minutes. The idea of a university-level course is that the professor is able to 
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offer an exciting perspective or analysis of the given topic, an analysis that only he is 
qualified to give due to his unique experience and knowledge. My hope coming to 
Israel was that I would have access to individuals with direct experience with radical 
Islam, considering Israel’s history with Hamas and Hezbollah. The course-load 
consisted of weekly readings, a final paper, and a ten-minute exposé on a term chosen 
from a list at the beginning of the course. I would not recommend this course. A 
highlight of the class was a field trip to Akko in northern Israel, which, although not 
even marginally connected to radical Islam, is a wonderfully pleasant little town, a 
visit to which I can only recommend.  

Israeli Politics 

 First semester. This course was taught by the colorful Dr. Ofer Cassif, a former 
advisor to the Israeli communist party who had earned some fame by referring to the 
Israeli Minister of Justice Ayelet Shaked as a “filthy neo-Nazi.” Unlike Professor 
Mendelsson he did not hide his political orientation for even a second, but taught the 
entire course by telling us his opinion on Israeli politics, albeit in a very professional 
and academic manner. If his opinion hadn’t been so fascinating, the course might have 
fallen through, but Professor Cassif (whom we addressed by his first name) had a 
knack for explaining theoretical concepts. The course was of course extremely critical 
of the current Israeli political system, ending with the conclusion that Israel wasn’t in 
fact a true democracy. This brazen criticism of Israel from within the academic 
establishment struck me as quite surprising. The course was divided roughly into 
three parts: a general introduction to political concepts such as authority, power, and 
the traditional Weberian ideal types of legitimacy, followed by a historical background 
of the state-and party-building during the pre-state Yishuv-period, and ending with 
an overview of the Israeli political system, its regime, institutions, and processes. This 
lsat part included a visit to the Knesset,  where we were privileged enough to be able *

to listen in on a session of parliament—a debate on the role of the Arabic language in 
Israel.  

Foreign Policy of Israel 

 Second semester. This course was taught by a most fascinating individual, Dr. 
Meron Medzini, an octogenarian expert on Japanese history, but also the government 
spokesperson under Prime Ministers Levi Eshkol, Golda Meir, and Yitzhak Rabin, in 

 Israel’s parliament.*
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addition to being a personal friend of Golda Meir. An expert in Israeli Foreign 
Relations and a professor at the Hebrew University for over 40 years, his class was 
somewhat of an institution. Unfortunately, the class I took was the very last one he 
would teach at Rothberg on this topic. The class was based on a lecture format, and 
Dr. Medzini spoke uninterrupted for the full two hours. His lectures were fascinating, 
but a challenge to take notes to, given their breadth and detail. 50% of the final grade 
was term paper, and another 50% was a final exam.  

The Role of International Law in Formulating Foreign Policy 

 Second semester. The name of this course was slightly misleading. Having 
already taken an introduction to public international law in Menton, I was expecting 
a class that focused more on the application of that knowledge on foreign policy, as 
indicated by the title. Instead, the class was simply an introduction to international 
law with a focus on the Middle East. This is not to say that the class itself was 
disappointing. In fact, it quickly became my favorite class of my whole time at the 
Hebrew University. The professor, Dr. Robbie Sabel was excellent and could point to 
an impressive pedigree, having been Counselor for Political Affairs at the Israeli 
embassy in Washington, Legal Advisor to the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Deputy Director General for Arms Control and Disarmament at the Ministry, a 
member of the Israel delegation to the UN General Assembly, to the peace talks with 
Egypt and Jordan, and to the post-Madrid talks with the Palestinians. One would be 
hard-pressed to find another individual with such knowledge of international law as it 
applies to the Middle East. 
 The course was divided into two halves, the first of which dealt with a general 
introduction to international law, the second with an analysis of documents dealing 
with the Arab–Israeli conflict, including the Sykes-Picot treaty, the Balfour 
Declaration, the Oslo Accords, various United Nations Resolutions, and so on. Dr. 
Sabel took extreme care to always address both sides of an issue, especially those 
concerning the Arab–Israeli conflict—the legality of settlements, for example.  *

Although some of the course was indeed review, I welcomed the opportunity to 
solidify my knowledge of international law. The grading of the course consisted of a 
midterm worth 20% and a final written exam worth 80%. I would highly recommend 
this course.  

 Although the official position of the Israeli government is that the settlements are perfectly *

legal, the rest of the international community disagrees. Instead of simply presenting the 
Israeli side, he took great care to provide a detailed account of the international opposition to 
settlements, taking the argument back and forth several times.
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Politics & Violence: Selected Topics 

 Second semester. This was the last course I took at the Hebrew University, and 
probably the least satisfactory, despite its promising syllabus description, which 
promised to “offers tools for analyzing the relationship between violence and politics, 
drawn from sociological, Marxist, anarchist, feminist and anti-colonial traditions.” The 
main problem with the course was its organization, which was quite frankly all over 
the place. Each week was dedicated to an extremely broad topic, each of which would 
have deserved an entire course on its own (e.g. capitalism, feminism, ethnicity, 
islamophobia, etc…). Extensive readings were assigned, but most of each class was 
dedicated to the professor (Dr. Tom Pessah) summarizing the readings for us, time 
that could easily have been dedicated to a deeper analysis of the themes instead. In the 
end, I can’t say that I learned anything new. I would have preferred to spend the four 
hours every week doing anything else.  

Summary of Courses 

 The quality of the six traditional academic courses  I took differed greatly, but *

the overall impression was largely positive. Although the class on radical Islam and on 
politics and violence didn’t meet my expectations, the other classes were all taught by 
experts in their respective fields, whose classes exceeded all my expectations. The 
classes taught by Dr. Medzini, Dr. Cassif, and Dr. Sabel were classes I could not have 
taken at any other university in the world.  

Faculty Classes 

 In addition to taking classes at the Rothberg School, I also got the chance to 
audit several classes at the Faculty without receiving credits or doing any of the 
required coursework. I recommend this option to anyone who is interested in faculty 
courses, but cannot take them due to the different schedule that the Faculty operates 
on. I, for example, not having been aware of the differences between Rothberg and the 
Faculty, had already booked my flights for winter and summer break and could thus 
not take any classes at the Faculty without having to rebook my flights (see section 
Rothberg & Faculty Courses). Classes I was allowed to audit were International Energy Law, 
German Foreign Policy, and 20th Century German Culture.  

 Without Hebrew, that is*
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Internship 

 In addition to my classes I also worked as an unpaid research assistant at the 
Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement of Peace. The internship was 
organized through the Rothberg School, which has a special internship coordinator. 
After discussing with her my career plans and going over my CV, I was offered an 
internship at the Truman Institute shortly thereafter. The internship runs from 
November to June, and consists of eight to ten hours of work per week. This was quite 
manageable, considering my relatively light coarse-load.  
 I was entrusted to Dr. Micha’el Tanchum, a former Harvard Professor who has 
written extensively for publications such as Foreign Affairs, The Diplomat, the Peace 
Research Institute Oslo, and Hurriyet Daily News, among many others. Dr. Tanchum’s main 
areas of research are Islam and the state in the Middle East, Turkish politics, and the 
geopolitics of energy. My main task was to help him with his research and to compile 
weekly reports on a large variety of subjects, in preparation for articles he was 
writing. These subjects included Egyptian foreign relations, Jordanian foreign 
relations, German arms exports, India–Kazakhstan relations, India–Israel relations, 
the Imia/Kardark dispute, the Libyan Civil War, France–Lebanon relations, Turkey–
EU relations, and Turkey–NATO relations. My knowledge of European languages such 
as German, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Norwegian came in useful as I was able 
to conduct research in those languages and find sources that he otherwise wouldn’t 
have had access to. The internship itself was very rewarding and allowed me to gain a 
new perspective of how everything in the world is tied together. I plan on remaining 
in contact with Dr. Tanchum after my stay in Jerusalem is over.  
 It should be mentioned that, to my knowledge, all the internships are unpaid. 
Entering Israel with a student visa precludes one from employment. 

ii. Comparative Dimension of My Experience 

Israeli Society 

 First, it should be noted that I am German. My perspective is thus a German 
one. It is in this light that I shall compare Israeli culture to “my own.” 
 Israel as I experienced it was essentially a Western country. Although the 
people are swarthier and the conflict with the Palestinians undeniably provides a 
tension that does not exist elsewhere, one doesn’t experience any culture shock, as 
one might during a stay in India or Japan. Instead, the Israeli mentality towards 
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entertainment, academics, leisure, as well as cultural expectations of behavior is quite 
similar to that of a country like France or the United States.  
 There are of course, two Jerusalems, as the city is divided into a Jewish West 
and an Arab East. I must admit that my excursions into the latter have been quite 
limited, the university having directly told us not to go into the East unless we had to, 
and if so, with someone local who knew the area. The reason for this is that areas of 
East Jerusalem are known to be frequented by certain less than savory groups, 
interaction with whom should be avoided. 
 That being said, Jerusalem was a very safe city, indeed statistically (and 
unfortunately) safer than major European cities such as Paris and Berlin. Although the 
two years before my third year had been dominated by civilian stabbings, these were 
not in the foreground during my stay, with the exception of one notable incident, 
which I shall relate later.  
 What was different about Israel and Israeli culture? For one, the people are very 
direct and it is not unusual to be confronted in the middle of the street, in the bus, or 
in line at the grocery store and be forced to answer questions about where you’re 
from, why you’re in Jerusalem, whether you’re enjoying your time in Israel, etc… 
 With this directness also comes a certain lack of manners which will 
immediately jump out at those from Europe or the United States, where it is 
considered standard etiquette to let those in the elevator or tram exit before you get 
in, to not skip the line at the grocery store, to not spit on the floor inside a building, 
and to not scream loudly and incessantly in public spaces. This takes some getting used 
to. 
 Unsurprisingly, Israeli society ascribes a certain special status to Jews and being 
labeled as Jewish immediately makes people more friendly and amenable towards you. 
Being asked directly whether or not you’re Jewish is thus not uncommon. Upon 
hearing that my mother is Jewish, and that I am thus Jewish according to Jewish law, 
I am always met with just a little bit more affability.  
 An important incident that must be put into its proper context was the murder 
of Hannah Bladon on April 14, 2017. An exchange student at Rothberg, I had only met 
her once, but she was in quite a few of my friends’ classes. While taking the tram in 
central Jerusalem on April 14, she was stabbed to death by a Palestinian man who was 
later found to be suffering from mental health issues. This incident obviously tore a 
large breach through our third year, which up until now had been largely sheltered 
from any such incidents. Although upon first glance the incident carried all the 
hallmarks of a terrorist attack, it cannot be stressed enough that, even though the 
murder was labeled a terrorist attack by the media and Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
government, this was not the case, and that anybody on the fence about coming to 
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Jerusalem should not consider the incident as such. Sadly, an incident like this could 
have happened anywhere in the world, and it was just the local circumstances that 
influenced the choice of weapon used. In order for an incident to be considered terror, 
however, the action must have political motivations. In this case, the man was insane 
and was hoping to be shot by the soldier standing next to Hannah. The revolting 
politicization of her murder by the government is a sad reflection of the current state 
of Israeli politics.  
 The most difficult thing to get used to must be the weapons. They are 
everywhere. Men in t-shirt and shorts with machine guns slung across their backs, 
teenagers no older than 18 in combat uniform. Guarding entrances to shopping areas, 
museums, concert halls, and the university itself, but also at the beach and on the bus. 
One gets used to this fairly quickly, it must be said, however shocked one may be in 
the beginning. 
 Two friends who had been in Jerusalem before my trip had warned me of the 
“oppressive tension” that apparently reigned over the city and said they couldn’t bear 
it after more than a week. Although there was most certainly a heavy security 
presence, this is not at all the image I got. I lived in the Student Village, the Kfar 
Ha’Studentim, which is located on French Hill, an exclave of the West Bank frequented 
by both Arabs and (mostly conservative) Jews. Not once did I see anything that might 
have pointed to less than harmonious relations between the two groups. Arab–Israeli 
policemen (yes, those exist) stopped by the local (and very excellent) hummus place  *

and chatted with the owner while orthodox men in homburgs waited for the bus next 
to women in hijab. In fact, it was admittedly a great surprise to me how many of the  
policemen and security-guards charged with protecting West Jerusalem were Arabs.  
 Before coming to Israel, I had already formed some quite strong opinions on 
the Arab–Israeli conflict. Living in Israel for a year made me a bit more sympathetic 
to the Israeli cause. Passionate discussion of the conflict (be it in class, at university-
sponsored events, or among friends) is so omnipresent, however, that after ten 
months in the country I frankly cannot hear one more word spoken about either 
Israel or Palestine.  
 A quick word should be said about the Hebrew University’s handling of the 
conflict. There were two main ways we were exposed to the conflict within the 
university. First through our classes, second through university-sponsored events 
(speakers, field-trips, discussion-groups, etc…). There was a marked dichotomy 
between how the professors at the University dealt with the subject and how the 
administration and sponsors of the University did. While some of our professors were 

 Humus Ha’Giva on French Hill. Highly recommended. Quite splendid falafel and hummus. *
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obviously quite pro-Israeli (some were not) on certain political issues, they always 
took great care to explain their positions with concrete facts and well thought-out 
arguments.  
 On the other hand, when the University invited speakers these were without 
fail almost comically biased. I went to a few events at the beginning of the year before 
deciding to avoid them all together, as I was getting angrier and angrier every time. I 
cannot stress enough how condescending these speakers were, how insulting their 
attempts to influence me with preposterously concocted sophistry. One speaker, a 
general who had planned the construction of the separation barrier, legitimately told 
us “this is what the Arabs want” and proceeded to show us a map of Europe covered by 
the black flag of ISIS. This was but one of several episodes in which a guest-speaker 
demonized the Palestinian side to an almost clownish extent. To be perfectly clear, the 
Palestinians are far from angelic, but there is a certain way to approach their 
shortcomings without vacuous and asinine pontification. Obviously, what was 
insulting about these speakers was that their arguments implied that we were stupid 
enough to buy into them. The truth is that these arguments only hurt the Israel cause, 
which, if its representatives outlined their arguments factually without resorting to 
fear-mongering, would probably find a more receptive audience. 

Academics at The Hebrew University 

 To put it simply, the Hebrew University’s academic level was a joke compared 
to Sciences Po. In all of my classes I received final grades over 90 (the equivalent of  
18s and 19s). In my class on radical Islamic movements I received a 100 on my exposé 
and on my term paper, something unimaginable at Sciences Po. Although we were 
given weekly readings, they were not exceedingly difficult and the course-load in 
general could be managed with ease and without shedding a single tear of sweat.  
 The Rothberg School largely plays host to wealthy American Jews wishing to do 
a year abroad and isn't particularly selective about whom they admit. This 
unfortunately means that the average academic level must be lowered to a certain 
degree, in order to accommodate these students. It doesn’t help to reinforce the 
elitism we Sciences Pistes suffer from, but in this case it was very obvious that there 
was a difference between Sciences Po and the Hebrew University. This was perhaps 
most potently illustrated by an American student who was studying in Israel but did 
not know who Yasser Arafat was. Courses at the Faculty were generally of a much 
higher caliber.  
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iii. Benefits of My Experience 

Knowledge Gained 

 I can say that I now understand the Arab–Israeli conflict much better. In this 
sense, my third year met my expectations. Whereas I had learned about the conflict 
from a decidedly Arab perspective, I was now able to “fill in” any gaps. The first 
reason for this was that all the classes I took referred to the conflict in one way or 
another. This way I basically got an overview of the conflict from (1) a historical 
perspective (the History of the Modern State of Israel, Foreign Policy of Israel), a 
political science perspective (Israeli Politics), a security perspective (Radical 
Islamic Movements in a Changing Middle East), and a legal perspective (The Role of 
International Law in Formulating Foreign Policy).  
 Secondly, simply existing in Jerusalem was extremely helpful in gaining a 
cultural understanding of the conflict and how Israeli society dealt with it. This was 
illustrated by the four year-old Palestinian child waving a toy Kalashnikov around, the 
political reaction to Hannah Bladon’s murder, being invited to a Yom Kippur dinner 
with one of my professors, waiting for the bus together with Haredi Jews and veiled 
Arab women, visiting Yad Vashem, Israel’s museum dedicated to documenting the 
Holocaust.   

Competences 

 My main goal, however, had been to learn Hebrew. In this regard, I can 
confidently proclaim my third year a success. My knowledge of Hebrew increased 
through three ways. First, by trying to use Hebrew as often as I could outside of class, 
be it with the owner of my favorite hummus bar or trying to replace my lost keys at 
the dorm administration desk. Second, by engaging with my Hebrew classes and really 
putting as much effort into them as I could muster. Third, by actively studying 
Hebrew in my free-time, either by doing Duolingo or by reviewing vocabulary with 
Quizlet. I owe a lot of my Hebrew to Duolingo. By doing some Hebrew in the 
summer, I was able to skip to a higher level upon arriving in Jerusalem. Additionally, I 
spent a lot of time during my winter break doing Hebrew, which allowed me to skip 
another level. In this way, during one year in Israel, and to the satisfaction of my 
Hebrew teachers at Rothberg, I successfully managed to complete two entire levels of 
Hebrew instead of just one, as had been expected of me. This means that I’ve 
effectively reached a B1 level of Hebrew, equivalent to 400 hours of guided learning, 
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while taking 279 hours  of class, a personal achievement I will admit to being proud *

of. I certainly hope to continue taking Hebrew at Sciences Po during my masters in 
Paris. My concern, however, is that if the Charte de Langues (which can be found on the 
Sciences Po website) for Hebrew is accurate, I have already completed all five levels of 
Hebrew available.  †

 As for other competencies gained, my internship was particularly fruitful since 
I had to read and understand large amounts of information related to security and 
geopolitical matters, while working under time pressure and sometimes on very short 
notice. This will doubtlessly help me during my masters in International Security next 
year in Paris and during my future career. Since I was not obliged to take too many 
classes, I found myself with quite a bit of free-time, which I used to read. The Hebrew 
University has an excellent library with books on every subject known to man. 
Additionally, the library has a great policy where one can borrow a book for an 
undetermined period of time, until someone else requests it, which has yet to happen 
to me. Thus, I was able to read about 20 books on topics such as terrorism, 
international security, negotiation, classical music, art, and history. As for human 
qualities, I believe that I have grown in that I am now more appreciative of a well-
formed argument, due to my exposure to both terrible arguments and well-formed 
ones. In addition, I have been forced to reflect on and reconsider previously-held 
beliefs. 

Conclusion 

 I had had three main goals for my third year abroad. First, to learn Hebrew as 
well as I could. Second, to learn about the Israeli side’s view of the Arab–Israeli 
conflict. Third, to learn as much as I could about Israeli politics, history, and society/
culture. I can confidently say that I have succeeded on all three accounts. In one year, 
I completed what would be five-semesters worth of Hebrew at Sciences Po. I can 
confidently speak in Hebrew on a variety of subjects. I can call someone to fix my 
fridge, get a new pair of keys, or explain my opinion on subjects as diverse as whether 

 (3x29)+(12x8)+(12x8)=279, three weeks of Ulpan, equivalent to 29 hours a week, plus two 12-*

week semester of eight hours a week, equivalent to 279 hours of Hebrew instruction. 

 According to the Charte de Langues, the book used for Hebrew instruction at Sciences Po is †

the same book we used at the Hebrew University, i.e. Hebrew from Scratch. After completing my 
semester, I will be ready to start Hebrew from Scratch Level 3. Hebrew Level 5 at Sciences Po uses 
Hebrew from Scratch Level 2. Since there is no higher level of Hebrew, since the highest level of 
Hebrew doesn’t mention Hebrew from Scratch Level 3, and since I will have finished Hebrew from 
Scratch 2, I am not sure how useful Hebrew at Sciences Po will be. 
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animals should be kept in zoos and whether a new train line should be built between 
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv (yes). Second, through my classes on the Arab–Israeli conflict, 
I was exposed to new arguments I hadn’t really considered before coming to Israel. 
Sitting in on a Knesset debate, having Yom Kippur dinner with an Israeli family, and 
being skipped in line countless times in grocery stores, I can confidently claim 
familiarity with Israeli politics and culture. In this sense, my third year fulfilled all my 
hopes and expectations. 
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Annex 

Administrative Registration 

 Early in the summer the University sent me an email with all the information. 
Registration itself was quite easy, although a medical checkup was required. As a 
German citizen, getting a student visa for Israel wasn’t difficult, and took about a 
week. The visa period starts once the visa is issued, so if you’re considering taking 
classes at the Faculty, this should be considered.   

Housing & Living 

 The Hebrew University offers students housing in the Student Village (Kfar 
Ha’Studentim), a gated complex 15 minutes away from the University by foot. The 
Student Village has a laundry room  and a small but expensive supermarket. Housing *

is requested in the summer, and the Hebrew University sent me an email about it. The 
price for housing was about 6.400€, not covered by Sciences Po. What do you get for 
your money? A small room with a closet, bed, nightstand, and desk, which is part of a 
larger flat which you share with four other people. The flat includes two bathrooms, a 
shower, a kitchen, a dining table, and a couch. The kitchen includes a fridge and a 
stove, both of which malfunction far too often. A major annoyance is not having an 
oven or microwave, which makes eating frozen food (pizza, etc…) impossible. The 
kitchen itself doesn’t include any plates, knives, pots, pans, forks, cups, etc… all of 
which must be bought by yourself. 
 Food prices in Israel are quite high, bad enough in fact that Israel is facing an 
emigration problem. The Student Village is fairly well placed, however, and nearby are  
a grocery store and several restaurants (sushi, pad Thai, burger, hummus, pizza). The 
tram line is a seven-minute walk away, and several busses stop next to the Student 
Village. A bus or tram ticket costs 1.5€, which is quite affordable. 
 The campus of the Hebrew University is a 15-minute walk away, so quite 
accessible. One should always remember to bring their student card, otherwise entry 
into campus might be denied by security. 
 Rothberg is always eager to offer various activities, be they meetings with 
Israeli students to practice Hebrew or shabbat dinners with Israeli families. I would 
avoid anything organized by the Jeff Seidel Organization, whose content is usually 
rabidly right-wing (see page 12, paragraph 3).  

 11 shekels for washing one load and 11 shekels for drying one load.*
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University Calendar 

 The University Calendar obviously runs on the Hebrew calendar. This means 
that you won’t get Christmas and New Years off, unfortunately, but will still have to 
go to class. The weekend in Israel is from Friday to Saturday, instead of Saturday to 
Sunday, which takes some time to get used to. You have classes from Sunday to 
Thursday. 

Shabbat 

 One major inconvenience about living in Jerusalem is undoubtedly the Shabbat. 
During Shabbat, which starts Friday at sundown and ends on sundown Saturday, 
everything closes. Stores, restaurants, the university, and public transportation. 
Transportation usually closes early, around 2pm, as do stores. This means that during 
the weekend, you’re basically stuck inside without anywhere to go. The Student 
Village is located in East Jerusalem, so getting to West Jerusalem without a car is 
impossible without walking, which takes about an hour. Essentially, this means that 
you have one night a week to go out, Thursday night. Friday night everything is 
closed, and classes on Sunday make it difficult to go out Saturday night. It should be 
noted that this is not the case in Tel Aviv, which is much less religious than 
Jerusalem. 

Travels 

 Israel is a very small country which makes travel within Israel very easy. During 
Passover break, a friend and I rented a car and toured the North of the country 
(including the Golan Heights) for a week without any problems. Renting Airbnbs is a 
great way to get to know Israelis and to see the country. Getting into the West Bank 
doesn’t pose a problem. Arab busses go to Palestine from Damascus Gate on a regular 
basis. Getting out on the other hand can involve waiting in line for hours at a 
checkpoint if you’re unlucky. Needless to say, entry to the Gaza strip is forbidden, as is 
passage to Lebanon. Many people fly to Jordan for the weekend, however. 


