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Liebe Frau Dr. Stercken von der Deutschen Botschaft,

members of the Israeli Humboldt-Club,
my dear colleague, Haim Levanon,
liebe Humboldtianer:
Until a few days ago, the title of this symposium would have suggested a general introduction about the interplay of the humanities and the natural sciences. The political and military events since last week, however, triggered a new line of thoughts and of actions. It all began late last week when we had to make the decision whether this meeting, this Humboldt Kolleg, should take place at all. Media reports in Germany made and still make this beautiful country look like a life-threatening place. We currently see pictures of rocket launches and explosions. We are moved by video sequences of victims on both sides. We are appalled by pictures of burning flags and hateful demonstrations. The feeling, generated by paying attention to the media, is: War is back to the Middle East, a world region where nobody should fly to. And yet, we decided to come. Of course, we left it open to all members of our small delegation to either join us or to stay at home. Whatever each individual decided was and is right, and had to be respected. Because it is not only us, not only our own well-being – there are families who fear for their members, and we did and do not take these concerns easy. Now, here we are – and we are happy to be among you. Thank you for the invitation to this symposium! Thank you for coming to Jerusalem during these difficult days.
In times of crises, terrorist attacks, violent conflicts, and war, people often seek explanations from scholars of the humanities. They ask historians in the hope to obtain more detailed and insightful accounts of past events that may help to understand the current situation. They may look for political scientists who are able to analyze the existing political scenario. They ask scholars of the social sciences to explain why the media report the way they do or to provide answers to questions related to mass psychology, hysteria and mass movements. And most certainly, I would not even dare to start an attempt to address either one of these issues. I would not dare to provide answers – not only because I am a simple-minded chemist and not a scholar of any of these disciplines. Rather, because I am convinced that we see too many people on television these days, we hear too many comments from people on the radio who turn out to be made by self-acclaimed or self-appointed specialists of the Middle East. But in reality there are no straightforward answers; there is no easy explanation, not to speak of an immediate solution of the conflict. Rather, patience, determination, and empathy are needed to prevent a catastrophic development from occurring.
Norbert Elias, one of the great social scientists of the 20th century, quoted in his book “Involvement and Detachment” Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “A Descent into the Maelstrom”. It is a story about two brothers, fishermen, whose ship was caught in a vortex by “the most terrible hurricane that ever came out of the heavens”. Caught by fear, they are clinging to their boat. But they are torn down, deeper and deeper into the rotating current. At this point they make two completely different decisions: One brother decides to continue to cling to the boat. Eventually, he is drowned together with the boat and pulled into the waves to disappear. The other one was first driven mad by the horror of the spectacle. In a moment of revelation, however, he starts to observe how objects around him are actually pulled into the Maelstrom. He deduces that the larger the bodies, the more rapid their descent and that spherically-shaped objects are pulled-in the fastest. Unlike his brother, he makes a bold move. He abandons the ship and holds on to a cylindrical barrel – and his hypothesis proves to be right. He is saved several hours later because he was able to overcome his involvement into the life threatening scenario by detaching himself. Ladies and gentlemen, I am convinced that we need scholars, politicians and citizens, individuals like Nelson Mandela; people who are able to look beyond the current torrent, the current “maelstrom” of violence. We need bold, wise and courageous individuals who are able to detach themselves, who strive to find ways how to overcome the vicious circle of hate, sorrow, and revenge. This is what I and we all at the Humboldt-Stiftung hope for – it is an enormous challenge for all of us.
We meet here in Jerusalem at the beginning of a very special year: 150 years ago, in 1859 thousands of people flocked the streets of Berlin to watch the canvass of Alexander von Humboldt conducted to the cemetery. One of the greatest explorers ever, one of the founders of earth sciences had died. His work, the sum of this scientific life, however, remained unfinished: that is the unparalleled five-volume publication “Kosmos”. Humboldt intended it to be the sum of all the knowledge which was available at that time in the natural sciences. He wanted his work to present an all-encompassing view of nature, of the earth. However, it was Humboldt himself who had made his own objective obsolete. Humboldt was one of the first researchers who brought modern instruments to field research in the jungle, on the mountains, and in the plains of Latin America or Siberia. He collected an unprecedented amount of data. While he was able to detach himself from the details and to focus at promoting general theory, the great Humboldt failed to come up with the one, the all-encompassing theory of the world, for this was simply no longer feasible. The same year, in 1859, Charles Darwin published his revolutionary theory on the origin of species. Darwin was able to generalize the observations he had made aboard the “Beagle” which had sailed to places even farther away than Alexander von Humboldt had traveled. In contrast to Humboldt, Darwin’s theory did no longer attempt to explain nature as a whole. But his concept was soon used far beyond the narrow fields of zoology and biology. Psychologists, economists, political scientists or even art historians were and are attracted by Darwin’s ideas of natural selection and the survival of the fittest. ”Evolution” has become a textbook concept, and even today it has not lost any of its appeal to scholars and scientists from a broad range of disciplines.
Therefore, the title of the Jerusalem symposium, the very first event in our small, but important calendar of scientific events which are going to be organized by members of the Humboldt Foundation in 2009, is well chosen. The natural sciences and the humanities, including the social sciences, continue to meet in various fields and in different ways. They borrow concepts from each other to propel their respective fields. This does not happen on a daily basis and it does not happen easily. But if we detach ourselves from our day-to-day activities, if we take a broader view on the history of science, we are able to identify quite a number of occasions at which ideas from one discipline – be it in the humanities or the sciences – influence the emergence of truly new concepts in the respective other field.
Last year the German and the Israeli government launched the “German-Israeli Year of Science and Technology”. We regard our today´s Humboldt Kolleg to be a small contribution to this year. The timing may not fit ideally the official calendar of events. But we consider the contribution of the Israeli Humboldt Alumni important. Even though the title of this “German-Israeli Year” stressed the physical and technical sciences, no doubt, the humanities play an increasingly larger role. This very university where we meet today will be the future home of a new Minerva Center focusing on research in the humanities and the social sciences. Further, tomorrow morning, the Humboldt Foundation will sign a memorandum of understanding with the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities to co-organize a series of meetings entitled “Israeli-German Frontiers of the Humanities-Symposia”. These symposia intend to bring together 20 to 30 young, but already accomplished scholars of the humanities from either country for three to four days to discuss cutting-edge research in a number of sub-disciplines ranging from history to the philologies. The place of the meeting will alternate between Germany and Israel. The symposia will be prepared and organized by the young scholars themselves. The Humboldt Foundation and the Israel Academy will only provide logistical and financial support. We are eager to move ahead with this idea. Therefore, I am happy and grateful that the organizing committee with German and Israeli members is going to meet for the first time here in Jerusalem these days. The Humboldt Foundation and the Israel Academy are confident that this symposium-series will reach out to the next generation of scholars who will continue to collaborate with each other across the borders of their countries and their academic disciplines in a truly Humboldtian sense.
Clearly, I am pleased that I was able to help a little bit in providing a basis for this collaboration during the first year of my presidency in the Humboldt Foundation. Further, my apprenticeship in 2008 was marked by the tenth anniversary of the Georg Forster Fellowship Program – a program especially designed for researchers from academically less advanced countries. This program stresses the transfer of research ideas, research methods, and research techniques as well as technologies between Germany and the fellows’ home countries. We already had a number of scholars from the Palestinian Territories who were sponsored in this program. Needless to say, we would welcome any bridges which can be built between them and the Israeli Humboldt Fellows.

As to Israel, so far the Humboldt Foundation has sponsored 138 research fellows and 94 research awardees from your country. On a per capita basis, Israel is the nation with the highest number of research awardees besides the United States of America – no wonder for anybody who is familiar with the superb scientific standing of your research institutions.

The highlight in my first year, however, was the launch of a new program, the “International Prize for Research in Germany” which goes by the name “Alexander von Humboldt Professorship”. In late 2007, the German government made the bold move to entrust the Humboldt Foundation each year with several million Euros of extra-money that may help to attract leading scientists and scholars from outside Germany to perform research and to teach at German universities. Each recipient is offered up to five million Euros for a period of five years to start their research once they come to Germany. The host universities are able to pay an internationally attractive and competitive salary. In addition, they can charge up to 15 percent overhead costs. The rest of the award money is completely at the disposal of the awardee. A selection committee of leading international researchers from nearly all disciplines selects the awardees upon nomination by German universities. I am proud to say that all major representatives of the German science and research system serve on this selection committee. In October 2008, in less than a year after the implementation of the program, we selected the first nine Alexander von Humboldt Professors. This year we will be able to chose up to ten additional ones. There are no limitations as to the country of origin or the academic discipline. Following the tradition of the Humboldt Foundation, we do not apply any quota. It is an open and worldwide competition. But I haste to add that the German universities have to compete as well. Since they are the only institutions eligible to nominate potential awardees – either alone or together with a non-university research institute in Germany – they have to outline how the prospective awardee will contribute to the future development of science and research at this university because the Humboldt Professorship is meant to have a long-lasting effect. It is supposed to serve as a nuclei around which to let excellence develop.
Does this program mean that the Foundation diverts from its tradition to support the exchange of ideas and persons? The answer is a clear and profound “no”! We have launched the Humboldt Professorship because there is the urgent need to strengthen and to make German universities more attractive to international researchers and to internationalize research in Germany on a permanent basis and a qualitatively advanced level. We need outstanding researchers who are able to attract  in the future the good and bright young scientists from abroad who then choose Germany as one destination on their way to the top of their respective fields. Therefore, we expect Humboldt Professors to act as magnets for young and talented international scientists and scholars.
As you can hear from these remarks, the first year of my presidency was not only interesting and stimulating. No, in a sense it was path-breaking as well. We had to make bold decisions which will influence the future course of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. But one has to be bold if one wants to compete and survive in a world which already faces an increasing and tense competition in all fields of research. At the same time, however, we will continue to value and to strengthen the importance of personal ties of friendship within the scholarly and scientific community. The motto of the “German Israeli Year of Science and Technology” was “Science as a Diplomacy of Trust”. This title was taken from a position paper which the Humboldt Foundation, or more precisely Dr. Georg Schütte had prepared for the German Foreign Office. Let me therefore modulate this symposium’s title a little bit by saying that this is also an occasion where the sciences and the humanities meet because trust and friendship are genuinely humane characteristics. Therefore, I thank you the organizers much for having invited us and I am extremely delighted that, in addition to the Foundation´s President, also Georg Schütte, the Secretary General of the Foundation has made it to Jerusalem. I further thank my German colleagues that they decided to join us here. I thank very warmly Haim Levanon, the president of the Israeli Humboldt Club, and his colleagues on the Club’s board and his team as well as Yona Chen, liaison scientist of the Humboldt Foundation in Israel. And finally, I thank you all – not only for being here, but also for your continuous friendship. This friendship is extremely important to us personally and to the Humboldt Foundation at large. At the same time it may serve as a symbol for the opportunities which the scientific community offers to the middle east region and the world. I look forward to the contributions to this symposium and the discussion we are going to have today. Herzlichen Dank und Shalom!
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