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Israel’s Science and Culture in the Wake of a Coup Against Democracy,
a War or Two, and the Intoxicating Exercise of Governmental Power

Opening remarks at the ILANIT conference in Eilat, 23.2.2026

By law the the Israel Academy of Sciences has several tasks, two most relevant to
today's topic:

Internal: advising government on all manners related to science

External: international connections with similar bodies abraod

INTERNAL
Advising:

Ad hoc reports, push and pull — e.g., climate, humanities, marine science, food
security, etc.

Most important advisory item: Tri-Annual “Matzav Hamada" report, just released
(tomorrow delivered to President Herzog, which is why | must leave early) — worth
reading. E.g., includes a chapter on life sciences and medical research, and a
chapter on the effects of the war...

With a conventional, sane government this would be a relatively standard kind of
task; recommendations made, most of them accepted and carried out.

But it is not. Ever since the present government was sworn in, over three years ago,
it has been wreaking havoc for Israel in general and for its science, technology,
education and culture in particular.

And things only seem to be getting worse. Hence, our stretching of the “advising”
term to include criticism, even harsh.

My personal dilemma: Every day | have to both serve and help the government,
but am full of criticism thereof, to put it mildly.... The stretching to include criticism
helps to soften the dilemma.
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Ignorance and Budget Cuts:

Public ignorance:

Climate crisis and global warming: “why not simply put an air conditioner in every
room”.

French revolution: “Oh, that's Lionel Messi moving from Barcelona to Paris St,
Germain”.

Vaccination refusenik: "you scientists and your numbers...".

Government ignorance leading to anti-science anti-intellect (yes, | am up to date
what is going on in the USA, and regularly sign NAS and NAE petitions and action
letters).

Our finance minister a few years ago: “evolution theory is passe; incredible to
think that humans came from apes”. And more recently: “We have to cut budgets
for anthroposophical anthropology studies in Timbuktu..."

Where do they think the iron dome (kipat barzel) came from? Merely some insight
by a Refael engineer??

In addition, unbelievable amounts of money go to non-contributing sectors.

Andincontrast (seetri-annualreport): 2014-2023 shows 4% decrease ingovernment
funding of academic research vs average of 20% increase in OECD countries!

And Israel is talking about backing out of the Paris climate treaty! Amazing.

Direct attacks and takeover attempts:

National library, public libraries, Israel Prize, and of course Mala"g and Vata“t
— specifically new Boaron law amendment, which is no less than a true hostile
takeover, giving the government essentially total control over higher-education
and academic research, accompanied with unbelievably draconic means to enforce
it.

Mirt Regev: “What is X worth if we don’t control it?”
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EXTERNAL

This second role of the Academy would also have been relatively conventional
under a sane government: maintaining good and friendly relationships with
foreign academies, science and education ministers abroad, joint conferences, etc.

But no. Here too the problems are gigantic and are just getting worse.

Three quite different narratives that are being voiced against Israel. There are still
many people who confuse them with one another:

1. “Antisemitism” — in a nutshell: the Jews must go away (to put the demand
mildly).

2. "Anti-Israelism” or “Anti-Zionism” — the State of Israel must go away (this |
put very mildly too).

3. "Anti-what-Israel-is-doing” - Israel’s current government must go away.

This leads to severe boycotting of three kinds: individual (many of you suffer
directly), institutional, country-wide. The Horizon Europe saga, with the threat to
throw Israel out of the program, is in a class of its own.

What is the main trigger for these? Antisemitism? Maybe a little. Anti-Israelism?
Yes, a little bit more. But mainly it is the third narrative: Anti-what-Israel-is-doing

On a personal note, | am willing to fight to my last breath against the first two
of these; manifestations of antisemitism and anti-Israel sentiments, which often
masquerade as political criticism. But at the very same time, and with equal zest,
| believe deeply that we should all act in every possible lawful way in favor of the
third narrative.
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Why should we do that, and what does this have to do with science, which is
what | have been invited to talk about here?

There are, in fact, two long-term developments that exacerbate this external
problem significantly, so | cannot talk about Israel’s problems in science and
culture without bringing these central issues into the story.

The first is the so-called “judicial reform” — which is really a fully-fledged coup
against democracy, against equality, and yes, also against intellect, rational
evidence-based thinking, and science.

And as to our Academy’s intense efforts to minimize the boycotts, how on earth
can | travel abroad trying to convince science leaders there to work against
boycotts, when, according to the Boaron amendment, our higher-education and
scientific research systems are poised to loose their independence to a crazed,
power-thirsty intoxicated government?

| believe that if the amendment goes through, all our universities and colleges
must go on an unlimited strike immediately, for whatever it's worth.

But there is a second crucial trigger for our being shunned, isolated and boycotted
abroad. Its roots are in the post 1967 era, but | will mention only two far more
recent facets thereof: Israel's unacceptable actions in Gaza, in a terrible two-year
long war that followed in the wake of the horrendous Hamas massacre of October
7, and the alarming escalation of settlers’ terror in the West Bank.

It's not too hard to see that these are directly connected to the boycotts, if only
from the fact that the EU’s “reassessment” of the Horizon program was based
on evaluating whether or not Israel adheres to the human rights clause in the
agreement! The European jury is still not fully in on that issue, and the awful
possibility of us being thrown out of the Horizon program is still in the offing.
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THUS, HERE IS MY PERSONAL BELIEF:

There will be no significant improvement of Israeli science and higher-education
with the current government, or with any similar one.

The academic boycotts are not likely to disappear anytime soon, unless a true
end is put to our involvement in Gaza and a true stopping of the crazed messianic
aspirations of Israel settling there, and with Israel showing honest and clear signs
of working towards a peaceful solution throughout the region. Even then, one
must realize, the damage already accrued by the boycotts will take years to mend.

And the same goes for the horrible, violent actions carried out daily in the West
Bank, which alarmingly are starting to reek of creeping-annexation.

Now, it seems that these, my friends and colleagues, will be almost impossible
to resolve from within, and we direly need help from the outside too. Without
detracting from his own vile actions against science (and many other things), US
President Donald Trump was wonderfully instrumental in getting our hostages
back and bringing about a long-overdue end to the unacceptable fighting in Gaza.
And for this we must all be eternally grateful. But Trump is unpredictable, and thus
unreliable.

Hence, we need help also from our colleagues in Europe and the far East, and yes,
in the Middle East too.
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In a Falling Walls event in Berlin in November, | voiced a dream of having a regional
falling walls-like meeting in five or ten years, joint with the nations of the Middle
East.

As a small step in that direction, in Abu Dahbi two weeks ago, | participated in
the inaugural meeting launching the AASPIRE network with Abraham Accords
countries (United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, Morocco, Kazakhstan and Israel),
initiated and led by the NAS. The underlying goal is to set up major scientific and
technological collaborations between these countries and to convince others in
the region to joint too.

You can see some details on the Academy's website or on my Facebook wall. This
gives hope!

I'd like to end with some brief excerpts from two speeches | delivered last year,
the audiences including people from the American and European scientific
communities:

We must remain vigilant in safeguarding the integrity and autonomy of science in
general, and of Israeli science in particular. We must ensure that our researchers
can continue to push the boundaries of scientific understanding, free from undue
interference, fostering an environment that encourages open inquiry, collaboration,
and the unfettered exchange of ideas — which are the cornerstones of scientific

progress.
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But as the present extremely challenging times have been cruelly showing us, this
ts by no means an easy task.

| then added: | believe that it is now “money time” for Israel, and we are dangerously
close to losing the Israel we know and love.

Amazingly, Israel has managed to virtually eradicate the genuine and deep show
of shock, empathy and friendship that the world at large exhibited towards us in
the immediate aftermath of the terrible Hamas massacre of October 7, it being
fast replaced by fury and rage, diplomatic isolation and painful boycotts.

The need for absolute, wall-to-wall condemnation of the murderous Hamas
notwithstanding, one needs to realize that more killing and oppression by Israel,
more population transfer and more territory takeover—will lead to less international
science funding, less collaboration, less Israeli science, and as a result less Israeli
hi-tech, less innovation, and ultimately a far, far weaker Israel.

And this situation is exactly what friends are for. In good times and in bad.

Now, more than ever — | said to my foreign audience — far more than ever, Israeli
science needs your friendship and your help, based on the premise that the
pursuit of knowledge is grounded in shared universal values of academic freedom,
intensive collaboration, and the freedom of thought and expression.

| plead with you, | added, to help us continue to do what we do best — front line
research in all branches of the sciences and humanities, in close collaboration
with our colleagues abroad — and without threats of boycotts or calls for us to
disappear hovering over our heads...
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And | personally pledge — together with my many friends and colleagues in
Israelt academia and outside of it — to do everything in our power to bring about
a long-due and crucial change in Israeli leadership, and with it an end to the
horrible situation in our area, leading to lasting peace and a better future for all
of humankind.

| ended that address, and am ending this one too, with a few lines from Paul
McCartney’s “Let it be”, hinting at the possibility — nay, the necessity! — of a full
peaceful solution in the sad, sad Middle East, and with it a full restoration of the
wonderful power and potential of Israel's science, higher-education and culture:

And when the broken hearted people

living in the world agree

There will be an answer.

Let it be

For though they may be parted,

there is still a chance that they will see
There will be an answer.

Let it be

There is hope, dear friends. Things will change. This darkness will end. It must.
There is no other way. We shall prevail, peace will come, and Israelt science will
reverse the current trend and thrive.

It is up to us all...
Thank you.
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