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Introduction
Brandeis University occupies a unique and remarkable position among American
institutions of higher education. Established in 1948 amid a period marked by the
widespread exclusion of Jewish individuals, women, and other minorities from many
top universities, Brandeis was envisioned as a bold experiment: a university founded
on principles of openness, excellence, and justice, but unaffiliated with any religious or
sectarian body. Named after Louis Dembitz Brandeis, the first Jewish Justice of the U.S.
Supreme Court and a fierce advocate for democratic ideals and the pursuit of truth,
the university has carried forward an ethos of intellectual rigor, critical thinking, and
service to society from its earliest days.

Brandeis’ origins are inseparable from the historical forces that shaped postwar
America. At a time when many universities enforced quotas to limit students of certain
backgrounds, the creation of Brandeis represented a hopeful counterpoint—a
statement that academic merit, not ancestry, would be the principal measure of
admission and advancement. Its founders, led by Abram L. Sachar and supported by
dedicated members of the American Jewish community, committed themselves to
establishing a truly inclusive institution. Their aim was not only to further Jewish
participation in academia but to demonstrate the value of welcoming students and
scholars from all backgrounds, thereby enriching the American educational landscape.

In its inaugural year, Brandeis welcomed a small, diverse freshman class and
embarked on the ambitious project of building a world-class university from the
ground up. Early struggles with limited resources and physical infrastructure were
counterbalanced by the energy and vision of its founders and supporters. The
Brandeis National Committee—formed initially by a group of enterprising women in an
effort to build the university library—exemplified the communal spirit and collective
action that would shape Brandeis for decades to come.

Over the years, Brandeis’ growth has been extraordinary. The university rapidly
developed a reputation for academic innovation and research excellence, notably
distinguishing itself in the sciences, social policy, Jewish studies, and the creative arts.
Its faculty have included Nobel laureates, Pulitzer Prize winners, and celebrated
thinkers whose scholarship has reverberated far beyond the Waltham campus. The
alumni of Brandeis, too, have gone on to make substantial contributions across fields
as diverse as the sciences, literature, public service, and industry.

Yet, Brandeis has not been immune to challenges or controversy. Financial struggles,
debates over diversity and inclusion, and the evolving expectations of students and
society have at times tested the university’s resolve and adaptability. The 21st
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century has brought new questions regarding Brandeis’ identity, responsibilities, and
its place in a rapidly changing academic and cultural context. These tests, however,
have only reinforced the underlying spirit on which the university was founded—an
insistence on dialogue, reflection, and the drive to create a more just and thriving
community.

This book tells the story of Brandeis University: from its inception as a courageous
experiment in American higher education to its current standing as a research
powerhouse and moral force. Through its history, we see not only the evolution of a
single institution but also the broader narrative of American progress, struggle, and
aspiration. Brandeis’ enduring commitment to knowledge, equity, and service
continues to inspire generations, shaping not just students and scholars, but the
society they ultimately serve.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of Brandeis: Responding
to Exclusion
The idea for Brandeis University did not simply spring into existence fully formed. It
was a direct response, a palpable institutional answer, to a pervasive and deeply
ingrained reality of American higher education in the mid-20th century: exclusion. For
decades leading up to 1948, the gates of many of the nation's most prestigious
universities, particularly those in the Ivy League, were effectively closed to significant
segments of the population. This wasn't just a matter of academic rigor; it was a
deliberate, often unspoken, policy of discrimination.

Jewish students, in particular, faced formidable barriers. Despite their intellectual
prowess and eagerness for higher education, they were often met with
quotas—unofficial, yet rigidly enforced, limits on their admission. These quotas weren't
just about managing class sizes; they were about maintaining a particular social and
cultural homogeneity, a subtle but unmistakable form of antisemitism woven into the
fabric of academic institutions. But the discrimination wasn't limited to Jewish
individuals. Other ethnic and racial minorities, as well as women, also encountered
significant hurdles in gaining access to the education they deserved. The promise of
meritocracy, a cornerstone of the American dream, often faltered at the ivy-covered
gates of elite universities.

The context of post-World War II America further amplified these concerns. The war
had been fought, in part, against ideologies of hatred and exclusion, yet the very
nation that championed liberty still harbored discriminatory practices within its own
institutions. Many returning veterans, eager to pursue their education under the G.I.
Bill, found themselves blocked by these invisible, yet ironclad, barriers. There was a
growing awareness, and an increasing frustration, within various communities about
this systemic injustice.

It was against this backdrop of widespread educational inequality that the seeds of
Brandeis University were sown. The American Jewish community, acutely aware of the
discrimination their children faced, began to conceive of a new kind of institution. This
wouldn't be merely another university; it would be a statement, a testament to
different values, and a practical solution to a pressing problem. The vision was
ambitious: to create a top-tier university that would embody the principles of open
inquiry and academic excellence, but that would, fundamentally, welcome all who
qualified, regardless of their background.

The concept was revolutionary for its time. To establish a major research university
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without any sectarian affiliation, explicitly designed to be coeducational and non-
discriminatory, was a bold undertaking. It required not just visionaries but also
immense courage and an unwavering commitment to the ideal of intellectual merit
above all else. The founders were not content to merely lament the existing state of
affairs; they were determined to forge a new path, to build a university that would
reflect the best of American ideals.

The site chosen for this ambitious undertaking was Waltham, Massachusetts, a city
just west of Boston, which had once been home to Middlesex University. Middlesex
had faced its own struggles and ultimately closed its doors, leaving behind a campus
with a handful of buildings and a good deal of potential. This vacant site became the
literal and symbolic ground upon which the founders of Brandeis would build their
dream. It was a fresh start, a blank canvas upon which to paint a new vision for higher
education.

The decision to name the university after Louis Dembitz Brandeis was highly
significant. Brandeis, the first Jewish Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, was a towering
figure whose life and work embodied the very principles the new university sought to
uphold. He was a champion of civil liberties, an advocate for social justice, and a
profound believer in the power of critical thinking and the relentless pursuit of truth.
His name, therefore, lent immediate gravitas and articulated the core values that
would define the institution. It signaled to the world that this university would not only
welcome all but would also foster an environment where intellectual freedom and a
commitment to the common good were paramount. The naming was not merely an
honorific; it was a foundational declaration of intent.
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