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BETWEEN MAIMONIDES AND AVERROES

Interview with Dr. Dong Xiuyuan

Chinese postdoctoral researcher in our department

» Dong, tell us what brings
you here? What area of
research brought you to do
a post-doctorate at Bar-Ilan
University in the Jewish
Thought department?

My research area is medieval
philosophy. I specialize in Jewish
and Islamic philosophy, and my
about
with
regard to his position in the medieval

dissertation was mostly

Maimonides’ cosmogony
debate on whether the world has a

beginning in time.

= Does your current post-
doctoral research also focus
on Maimonidean thought?

Actually, the post-doctorate program
here is not about HaRambam. 1t’s
about Averroes, /bn Rushd, who is
kind of related to Maimonides. They
are contemporaries and they both
came from Andalus. They share the
same philosophic tradition of the
so-called Arabic Aristotelianism. So
it is Maimonides and Averroes who
brought me here. The program is a
joint project co-founded by the Bar-
Ilan University and CSC, the China
Scholarship Council. The expected
result of this project is to provide a
translation of Averroes’ commentary
on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

» So you are currently working
on a translation of Averroes
into Chinese?

IRIYY NAYNNDT NPIN0N < NITNWN WTNT nUT71P90 < J7'8°11 NU'011"IN

Interviewer Rachel Verliebter

———
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Yes. It’s the long commentary

on Book Lambda of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics that 1 plan to translate
into Chinese. The book Lambda is
called the book of theology. Since
Aristotle talked about the first cause
or the first principle of the beings
in this book, it is called the book
of theology in Metaphysics. 1 focus
on Averroes’ interpretation or his
understanding of the so-called
Aristotelian theology. Actually I
don’t think Aristotle himself has
a coherent system about the First
Mover or the Divine beings. As a
matter of fact it is Averroes who
constructs or reconstructs such a
theological system for Aristotle.
This is one of the reasons why
Averroes is so important in the
history of philosophy.

I contacted Professor Steven
Harvey who is a world famous
expert in the field of Averroes

studies, and asked him if he can
be my supervisor and then I wrote
to Professor Ephraim Meir and
Professor Avi Elkayam and they
just enrolled me into the current

program.

= Before you came to Bar-Ilan,
did you also study outside of
China or is this your first
time?
Actually, this is my third visit to
Israel. I was here for nine months
from 2013 to 2014 at the Albright
Institute of Archeological Research
in Jerusalem, where I was doing a
project about pagan monotheism in
the early Islamic period. I wrote the
entire draft of my PhD dissertation
here, in Israel, and when I got back
to China, I revised it and submitted

it to my university.

= Could you tell us more about
Averroes’ interpretation of
Aristotelian  theology, how
wide was its influence, whom
did it influence and what

impact did it have?

I think his influence is mainly on
later medieval Jewish philosophy
and Latin scholasticism. The Jewish
thinkers as well as the Latin thinkers,
for example Thomas Aquinas,
read Aristotle through Averroes’
This
something crucial. Sometimes they

commentaries. influence is

just take Averroes’ interpretation as



Aristotle’s thought, but what I try
to argue is that this is not the case.

Actually Averroes had made
some original contributions to
medieval philosophy, especially to
the so-called theology, the science
about God or the divine beings.
But my job here is mainly about
the translation. I try to translate
Averroes’ commentary on Lambda

into Chinese.

» What language is Averroes’
commentary on Lambda

written in?

It’s written in Arabic. The original
text is Arabic, but there is a medieval
Hebrew translation of Averroes’
long commentary, and also a Latin
one, though the Hebrew translation

is much more useful.

* So you use both the Arabic
original and the Hebrew
translation for your Chinese
translation?

Yes. I will make use of the Hebrew
translation of Averroes’ long
commentary because the Hebrew
translation is kind of a word-for-
word translation, which helps to
complement and reconstruct the

Arabic original.

» Who translated Averroes’
commentary into Hebrew?

It’s a translation that dates from the
13" to 14th-century. I think it was
Moses of Beaucaire, in fact, there

are two versions of the translation.

= When something that wasn’t
accessible before suddenly
enters a culture, it leaves its
mark. As such, the translation
of a very important medieval

work into Chinese bears
influence on Chinese thought.
How do you perceive the
role of the works of Jewish
medieval philosophy that
are translated into Chinese?
How do you perceive their
influence on Chinese culture
if there is any?
Actually, I didn’t think it bears such
a big influence upon the Chinese
culture or the Chinese contemporary
thought. I’'m just thinking about it
now. I didn’t suppose it would be
so important before you told me.
However it may be, of some help
to young students and scholars in
the field of history of philosophy.
A lot of professors and scholars
in China in the field of history of
philosophy, are studying Greek
and Latin philosophy. People
are asking me questions about
medieval thinkers and some of their
influential concepts, which formed
the foundation of late Medieval
Latin thought or modern western
philosophy.

I think nowadays people
start realizing how important the
study of medieval philosophy
is. Therefore to translate some
major work, some masterpieces in
medieval philosophy would provide
useful information for them and
make them realize the importance
of it. It is well known that in the
Department of Philosophy in every
university all over the world, the
study of western philosophy is
always dominant.

Now I try to persuade some
authorities in that field in China that
the study of medieval philosophy
is of crucial importance to them.
This is the motive behind my initial
intention to do this translation.

Actually, for myself, the study
of medieval Jewish and Islamic
philosophy is just out of personal
interest. I just feel I am interested
in this specific topic. I don’t think
much about its significance or its
implication for Chinese culture
or the Chinese thought. However
people in the academic circle in
contemporary China do begin to
realize the importance of medieval
thought,
especially with regard to Jewish

Islamic and Jewish

studies in China.

= What place do Jewish studies
occupy in the contemporary
universities in China and
what’s your perception of
the development of Jewish
studies and their influence?

I think we can see that Jewish
studies in China started flourishing
in the past 20 years. Currently,
we already have three research
institutes  for Jewish  studies,
one in Henan University, one in
Nanjing University. The last one
is in our university, Shandong
University, which is in the Province
of Shandong. They all have their
own focus. For example, at Henan
University, they focus on the history
of Judaism and the history of the
Jewish community in Kaifeng from
the 11M-19" century. Their specific
focus is on the history of the
Jews in Kaifeng because Kaifeng
is the capital city of the Province
of Henan, whereas most scholars
at the Center for Jewish Studies
at Nanjing University study the
culture and politics of the Jewish
communities from the ancient times
to the present, and also international
relations, for example, the relations

between Arabs and Jews.
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= What field of Jewish studies
does the university you
graduated from focus on?

The Center for Judaic Studies
at Shandong University, where
I come from, specializes in both
medieval and modern Jewish

Philosophy.

= [s this also where you come
from? Is your hometown in
the Shandong province?

Yes. My hometown is in the

Shandong Province. It’s in the City
of Qingdao. It’s quite similar to Tel
Aviv in terms of the weather and
the landscape and even in the style
of its architecture.

* Do you think of staying here
or are you planning to go
back to China?

My stay here is for one year and

thereafter I will go back to teach

at the Center for Judaic Studies at

Shandong University.

= Very impressive. Is this the
first translation that you
worked on?

Yes. It’s my first translation and
the first translation of the Long
Commentary on Metaphysics
but not the first translation of
Averroes’ works. There are already
Chinese translations of Averroes’
commentary on the Poetics and his
commentary on Plato’s Republic.
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