Giuseppe Veltri
Editorial

We are pleased to present the first “Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre for Advanced
Studies’, which documents the activities of 2015-16, our first academic year.

The central aim of the Maimonides Centre, which was founded at the University
of Hamburg in October 2015, is the exploration of and research into scepticism, first
and foremost in Judaism, in its dual manifestation: firstly as a purely philosophical
tradition and secondly as a more general expression of sceptical strategies, concepts,
and cultural attitudes.

Scepticism is understood by us as an enquiry by the ‘perpetual student’ who har-
bours doubts about different dimensions and systems of secular or revealed knowl-
edge, thereby calling authority into question. Scepticism does not represent an intel-
lectual or theoretical worldview, but rather an attitude that provides a basis for
numerous and diverse phenomena. It addresses fundamental processes and categor-
isations in Jewish philosophy, religion, literature, and society. More specifically, the
term scepticism is applied to expressions of social deviance from, and conformity
with, political structures. It is also applied to systems of governance, in response
to and in exchange with adjacent cultures.

Research into Jewish philosophical scepticism is still in its very beginning. This also
holds true for research into cultural expressions of scepticism, i.e. modes of sceptical
strategies present in Jewish literature, cultural practices, history, organisation of social
groups, and especially education. The apparent lack of interest in the intricacies of Jew-
ish scepticism in the field of Jewish Studies may be rooted in the modality of Jewish phi-
losophy. This field notoriously finds itself between the disciplines, and this subsumes
and affects traditional wisdom, philosophy, theology, and both Jewish and general Welt-
anschauung, as well as cultural history, representing a hazardous bridge between ortho-
praxy and orthodoxy. The ‘invisibility’ of the particular (i.e. Judaism) due to its immer-
sion into general philosophy could be one reason for the lack of interest.

Here, the need for an ‘imaginative grammar,’ corresponding to the demands of a
language of scepticism in the history of Jewish philosophy and cultural history as
well as in that of adjacent cultures, becomes apparent. This issue can be addressed
by researchers at the Centre, who aim to benefit from comparative perspectives, thus
gaining new insights into Western philosophy and culture and their inherent connec-
tions to texts and manifestations of Eastern cultures and thought. We believe this ap-
proach to be essential for mapping the transcultural dimensions of this barely ex-
plored field of research.

At the Centre we aim to offer outstanding conditions for research and for a fertile
exchange of ideas. The successful creation of an inspiring atmosphere, favouring ori-
ginal research based on continuous dialogue, depends on the establishment of an
interconnected academic community of scholars. Experts from many different fields
gather in Hamburg in order to develop innovative approaches and methods.
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Our fellowship programme gives internationally established scholars and aspir-
ing junior researchers the opportunity to spend time in Hamburg, for both shorter
and for more extended visits. Both fellowship programmes have been designed
with the aim of creating a school of learning, a place where senior and junior scho-
lars can closely collaborate, similar to the ancient ‘academies’.

We trust that the content of this volume adequately conveys the activities of our
first year, our discussions, debates, and exchanges of ideas, which took place in a
variety of formats: regular Dialectical and Reading Evenings, Workshops and Lec-
tures. A Dialectical Evening consists of a debate between two or more opponents,
in order to learn and practice sceptical strategies of discourse on truth, (un)certainty,

and philosophical or cultural dogmas and questions. A Reading Evening, where
texts in different languages and from different intellectual traditions are read toge-
ther, poses a different challenge altogether. Each participant translates not only
texts, but also ideas, concepts, and systems of thought from his or her own project
for the benefit of the other participants, in order to prepare for the communal reading
and discussion of a primary text relevant to their project. The Workshop, in the for-
mat of day-long mini-conference, thematises topics and areas of common interest.
This year, workshops were dedicated to subjects such as sceptical controversies,
dogma and doubt, conversion, sceptical topoi in ancient Judaism, and polemics in
the Middle Ages. Within the framework of the series of the Maimonides Lectures
on Scepticism, which take place three or four times a year, eminent scholars focus-
ing on various aspects of scepticism are invited to present and discuss their research
topics in an evening lecture. The Annual Lecture, which is delivered by an interna-
tionally acclaimed expert in his or her field, is the solemn inauguration of every new
academic year at the Centre. On the following pages, you will find a timeline and full
description of our activities.

Publishing a yearbook serves a number of purposes: it showcases articles written
by Fellows and Research Associates of the Centre, records the activities of its tempor-
ary and permanent members, and documents the development of the Centre’s library
and database resources. By producing a yearbook, we wish to encourage the Centre’s
Fellows and Research Associates to publish not only comprehensive articles providing
the academic community with the results of finished research projects, but also works-
in-progress and first drafts. However, all articles are subject to a peer review process
identical to that established for academic journals. The deadline for the submission
of articles and reports was the end of June 2016. In order to present the activities up
to the end of the academic year, the editors decided that Fellows whose period of
stay at the Centre would begin after June would be included with an excerpt from
their original research proposal rather than a report. Articles are presented in chron-
ological order of topics, and reports in chronological order of periods of fellowship.

This is the appropriate place to thank the German Research Foundation
(‘Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft’) for the generous financial support that made
the creation of the Centre possible. I also wish to thank the President of the Univer-
sity of Hamburg, Professor Dieter Lenzen, the University’s Vice Presidents, Professor
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Jetta Frost and Professor Susanne Rupp, the Chancellor of the University, Dr Martin
Hecht, the Dean of the Faculty of Humanities, Professor Oliver Huck, and all mem-
bers of the University of Hamburg, especially the fantastic team at the Centre itself,
who facilitated the creation of our Centre, for their enthusiasm and professional sup-
port in building our ‘sceptical enterprise’. In addition, I would like to thank the mem-
bers of the Board of Trustees, especially the Second Mayor of Hamburg and Senator
for Science, Research, and Equal Rights, Ms Katharina Fegebank, as well as the
members of the Advisory Board of our Centre.

Last but not least I owe special thanks to my colleagues at the University of Ham-
burg, Professor Michael Friedrich from the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cul-
tures, Professor Benjamin Schnieder from the Department of Philosophy, and Profes-
sor Johann Anselm Steiger from the Graduate School for Research into Trans- and
Interdenominational Permeability for their generous advice and guidance during
the founding phase of our Centre. Many have helped to make a rare and difficult
thing possible. It is for us to make it excellent. As Baruch Spinoza said: ‘But all ex-
cellent [things] are as difficult as they are rare’ (Sed omnia praeclara tam difficilia
quam rara sunt, Ethics, Part V, Prop. XLII, Scholium).

Giuseppe Veltri
Hamburg, August 2016






