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fter my bo ok  about contemporary 

antisemitism, People Love Dead Jews, 

came out in 2021, I realized I had made a 

stupid mistake. When you write a nonfic-

tion book about a problem, people expect 

you to solve the problem by the end of the 

book. It was my first nonfiction book after 

publishing five novels, and I soon had readers of every background 

asking me, “So what’s your solution to this problem?” — to which my 

rather tasteless reply was, “Do you want me to give you the final solu-

tion to the Jewish question? Because I’m really not prepared for that.” 

But now, after four years of readers sharing their personal horror 

stories regarding antisemitism, and two years of a war that has also 

been waged against Diaspora Jews, I am prepared. I even have a plan. 

It may sound glib to say it’s possible to defeat a centuries-old 

hatred, but fatalism about such supposed impossibilities is not 

something Martin Luther King Jr. or Theodor Herzl would have 

accepted. In any case, my suggestion is far more modest. My goal 

dara horn
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isn’t to defeat American antisemitism. It’s to turn the tide on the 

ignorance that makes well-meaning people susceptible to it. My 

experiences speaking to non-Jewish audiences across the country for 

the past four years have shown me that there is far, far more igno-

rance than malice — and that presents an opportunity.



My hypothesis is that teaching the broader American public about 

the basic content of living Jewish civilization — and how dominant 

societies have reacted to that civilization — will provide our fellow 

Americans with the simple knowledge required to recognize and 

reject the consistent pattern of antisemitism’s foundational lie. 

The lie, simply stated, is that Jews are destroying whatever their 

societies value most. The goal, short of ending antisemitism but 

worthy and ambitious enough, is to make it normal and expected 

for educated people of all backgrounds to know the most basic facts 

about Jewish civilization, in the same way that we today expect 

educated people to know the basic facts about the Holocaust. This 

should matter to all because those basic facts function as an acid 

test for living in a pluralistic society.

This modest goal of mine emerged from two unpleasant projects 

I was roped into after People Love Dead Jews. One was Harvard’s 

ill-fated Antisemitism Advisory Group set up under the university’s 

now-former president, Claudine Gay, who did not take much of our 

advice. I learned something important from this: If one hopes to 

address antisemitism through education, college is far too late. The 

other project was a long investigative piece about American Holo-

caust education that The Atlantic commissioned me to write, titled 

“Is Holocaust Education Making Antisemitism Worse?” (Spoiler: 

Yes.) This article made many people hate me — or, as some say in 

publishing, “started a conversation.” But I also heard from many 

more Holocaust educators eager to learn how they might do better.

In my public talks for non-Jewish audiences, I’d also noticed 
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that many people were intensely curious about Jewish life, but 

like the fourth son in the Haggadah, they didn’t know how to ask.  

Educators sometimes speak of the “null curriculum” — what’s not 

taught in schools, like sex education a few generations ago. The null 

curriculum is also part of the curriculum, because it signals to stu-

dents that if they want to know anything about it, they’ll need to 

seek information outside formal educational channels. 

In my reporting on Holocaust education, I’d noticed that the 

only thing most American students learned about Jews, if they 

learned anything at all, was that we were people who died in Europe 

between 1933 and 1945. (One docent at a Holocaust museum told 

me that students often ask him, “Are there still Jews alive today?”) 

When social media bots then inform these students that Jews are 

European colonizers who have no business in the Middle East, why 

wouldn’t they believe it, when it doesn’t contradict anything they 

know? By relegating Jewish civilization to the null curriculum, we 

have outsourced it to TikTok, a platform not known for its interest in 

civilizing anything. If the goal of Holocaust education is to protect 

our society from antisemitism, wouldn’t it make more sense to teach 

the public about living Jews instead of dead ones?

After writing and speaking publicly about this idea, I began to 

meet people from various organizations who were doing the hard 

work of introducing a non-Jewish public to the positive story of Jew-

ish life. They were presenting this material in public and private K–12 

schools, in museums, in interfaith settings, and online. Some were 

educating non-Jews about Jewish traditions, holidays, and beliefs. 

Others were providing accurate and accessible information about 

Israel. Still others focused on American Jews, teaching how Ameri-

can Jews cured polio or fought for the civil rights of black Americans. 

Many of these initiatives deeply impressed me. But something about 

them also left me uneasy. These efforts were based on the premise 

that the opposite of hatred is love or empathy, so the goal was to 

make people love Jews, or at least relate to them. In their gallant 

effort to avoid focusing on antisemitism, these approaches often 



 w i n t e r  2 0 2 6   |   s a p i r               71

unwittingly accepted antisemitism’s deepest assumption, which was 

that Jews need to convince others of their worthiness. 

This unspoken assumption appeared in almost every detail. In 

school materials about other minorities, for instance, I’d never 

once seen anything highlighting a given minority’s work on behalf 

of other groups — but material on American Jews often emphasized 

their role as “allies.” The emphasis on Jewish individuals’ contribu-

tions also felt weirdly defensive; curing polio is a rather high bar 

for gaining public respect. The idea of Jews as a “religion” (even 

though the many millions of secular Jews are no less Jewish than 

religious ones) reflected an insistence that Jews were just like every-

one else, behaving themselves by staying in their assigned identity 

lane. And why should the details of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 

be any more relevant to American students than the details of how 

Turkey (a NATO ally to whom the United States has formal military 

obligations) has occupied northern Cyprus and fought the Kurds? 

The answer, of course, is that the default and completely unac-

knowledged assumption in most non-Jewish societies is that Jews 

are evil unless proven otherwise. It’s an assumption that too many 

Jews themselves have apparently internalized. 

I had often championed the idea of focusing on living Jews and 

the positive aspects of Jewish life. But the more I thought about this 

divide between the “positive” approach (teaching people about  

Jewish life) and the “negative” approach (teaching people about anti- 

semitism), the more I understood how artificial this divide really 

My experiences speaking to non-Jewish 

audiences across the country have shown me 

that there is far, far more ignorance than 

malice — and that presents an opportunity.
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is. Was it “positive” to avoid focusing on the oppression of Jews or 

“noncontroversial” to avoid teaching about Zionism and Jewish inde-

pendence by instead teaching about … Hanukkah? What on earth 

did people think Hanukkah was about? Did it make sense to teach 

people that Jews were just like everyone else, when Jews have spent 

3,000 years not being like everyone else? More important, why had 

Jews spent 3,000 years not being like everyone else, instead of vanish-

ing into dominant empires like almost every other ancient group has 

done? For most of Jewish history, Jews had the ability to opt out of 

persecution by assimilating into dominant societies, and many did. 

(The Holocaust was atypical in this regard.) But Jews today are the 

descendants of those who didn’t. Why didn’t they? What made people 

commit to that high-cost, countercultural choice?



As I weighed these questions after October 7, I came to understand 

that these supposedly distinct topics — Jewish life and culture 

(including Israel and Zionism) on the one hand, and the Holocaust 

and historical and contemporary antisemitism on the other — have 

never been separate stories. They are one story, which happens to be 

one of the greatest stories on earth. It is the story of Jewish noncon-

formity, a story that lies at the very foundation of freedom, and it 

is the only reason why anything about this 0.2 percent sliver of the 

world’s population should matter to a non-Jewish public at all. 

This is the story of a tiny group of people whose groundbreaking 

ideas shaped world history. The first of those ideas was monothe-

ism, which is actually a political idea. In the ancient world, societies 

had many gods, and one of the gods was often the dictator. When 

the Jews said they do not bow to other gods — stated most explic-

itly to the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 3:18, “Be it 

known to you, O king, that we will not serve your god or worship the 

statue of gold that you have set up” — the point is that they do not 

bow to tyrants. Jewish civilization is an anti-tyrannical movement, a  
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nonconformist movement, an anti-hierarchical movement, based on 

a story of liberation that taught the world that change is possible. It 

is a movement built on laws, debate, and civil discourse that taught 

the world that freedom requires responsibility. 

These foundations of Jewish civilization are inseparable from the 

history of antisemitism for well over 2,000 years. The assumption 

that Jews are evil unless and until proven otherwise endures for the 

same reason that Jewish civilization itself does: its nonconformity. 

When you have an anti-tyrannical movement, it pisses off tyrants. 

When you have a nonconformist movement, it pisses off dominant 

cultures that need everyone to conform. When you have a movement 

based on the necessity of civil discourse, it pisses off people who 

cannot tolerate debate or dissent. 

The story of antisemitism has been remarkably consistent for 

thousands of years, and entirely inseparable from Jewish civilization, 

because it all traces back to the Jewish people’s radical proposition 

that people don’t need to conform or agree, that people don’t need 

to bow to tyrants. People who refuse to conform are a profound chal-

lenge to the authority of a dominant culture. An entire people refusing 

to conform is an almost intolerable challenge, tantamount to a threat. 

Antisemitism isn’t just a social prejudice or a conspiracy theory. It is a 

lie that people use to gain or maintain power. The Big Lie of antisem-

itism is that Jews are destroying what you value most, even while that 

changes over the course of history. This lie is what turns antisemitism 

into a righteous — or at least self-righteous — cause.

This lie is directly related to the threat that the Jewish people 

have always posed to the idea of conformity and blind submission. 

It is a lie told by people who need to dominate, whether those people 

are middle schoolers, social influencers, or full-blown tyrants. It is 

a lie that benefits people who need to crush dissent. And the reason 

that it’s so hard to defuse the Big Lie is that we are still living inside 

it and are supposed to pretend we aren’t. 

We’re supposed to teach nice lessons about powerless dead Euro-

pean Jews from nearly a century ago while pretending that the richest 
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people from the world’s most tyrannical regimes aren’t currently 

spending billions of dollars on spreading the Big Lie, or that the 

financial structure of the internet isn’t premised on the inherently 

majority-favoring concept that popularity is the arbiter of truth. The 

massive institutional investment in the Big Lie is the reason why Jews 

today are concentrated in only two countries on earth. It’s the reason 

Israeli Jews are tortured and starved in dungeons for years while so 

much of the world cheers on their kidnappers and murderers. It’s 

the reason anyone who posts anything Jewish online can realistically 

expect to be inundated with abuse. It’s the reason American Jewish 

children think it’s normal to be subjected to daily marginalization 

in an age of supposed de-marginalizing. It’s the reason why so many 

of those talented educators telling the positive story of Jewish life, 

unlike those teaching about dead, powerless European Jews from 

the 1940s, find themselves begging for crumbs from schools, ask-

ing whether schools could please, please, graciously provide them 

with a 40-minute period, or maybe a “heritage month” assembly, or 

even just a bulletin board display. In many American schools, it’s 

not unusual for teachers to spend three weeks on ancient Egypt, two 

weeks on ancient Mesopotamia, and four weeks on the puberty of 

Anne Frank. Yet somehow these schools barely manage to find any 

time at all, out of 13 academic years, to spend on the civilization 

that is the source of the cultures of most people on the planet, the  

civilization that inspired America’s Founders, the civilization that 

showed the world that freedom and civil discourse are possible — the 

civilization that is still proving it now. 

The Big Lie of antisemitism is that Jews are 

destroying what you value most. This lie is what 

turns antisemitism into a righteous cause.
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

Our responsibility, not only as Jews but as members of the liberal 

West descended from Jewish civilization, is to make people curious 

about that dramatic story to which we owe our world. Jews are among 

the first groups in history to stand up to tyranny, and to this day they 

continue to do so. No one can defuse the lie of antisemitism without 

understanding that story, because it explains how people who want 

to dominate need that lie as a tool to stop curiosity and crush dissent.

I founded the Tell Institute to tell that one story. I named it for 

the idea of an archaeological tell, a hill made of the layers of the 

past, and also for storytelling, telling it like it is, telling a friend, and 

the “tell” that reveals a lie. 

Our crack team of talented and experienced educators (including 

full-time classroom teachers, district supervisors, and curriculum 

writers) has created a short set of accessible lesson plans and teacher 

trainings, which we have adapted for different courses and grade levels 

in middle and high schools, and also for Jewish community settings 

like b’nai mitzvah cohorts. These lesson plans are a crash course in 

the groundbreaking ideas of Jewish civilization that continue to shape 

Jewish communities as well as the broader world. Integrated within 

this introduction are the dynamics of the Big Lie of antisemitism, 

which we explore in a set of case studies from before and after the 

Holocaust that demonstrate the consistent pattern of the lie. These 

case studies unfold on four continents, the first from 40 c.e. and the 

last from 2001. The goal is to enable pattern recognition. Because 

the lie in every time period is activated by new media (scrolls, books, 

printing presses, telegraphs, radio, film, TV, internet), we’ve also had 

to introduce media-literacy elements that students apparently lack, 

such as the ability to recognize the illusory truth effect (in which repe-

tition makes a falsehood seem true), the way new media environments 

invert the relationship between credibility and exposure, and the fact 

that popularity is not a measure of truth. 

Far from an information dump, these materials are interactive 
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and iterative, modeling millennia-old Jewish learning practices to 

ignite curiosity. For instance, one “bell-ringer” (short opening activ-

ity) in our second lesson presents students with a hypothetical: “You 

live in a small, independent community that values its traditions. 

A powerful new ruler takes over your region. Today, a proclamation 

is issued: ‘From this day forward, all citizens must abandon their 

old customs and obey the ruler’s laws without question. Indepen-

dent meetings and local decision-making are banned. Anyone who 

speaks against the new system will be punished.’” 

Students are then asked to choose among four responses: Do they 

agree with this new rule, since anyone powerful enough to conquer 

them must be doing something right? Do they disagree but comply 

to avoid conflict? Do they resist, but only quietly? Or do they openly 

oppose it? (Historically, different groups of Jews have reacted in all 

of these ways.) The purpose of the exercise is to introduce curiosity 

about what it might take to preserve a counterculture under vast and 

often violent pressure from dominant societies. I initially thought 

that students might deem this activity patronizing. Wouldn’t every 

self-respecting teenage rebel sign up for the open-opposition choice? 

I was surprised when, in our first pilot classrooms, the teachers 

reported that everyone chose compliance — and that this opened 

a discussion about social pressure and dissent. I guess these kids 

needed more Jewish civilization than even we realized.

We are early in this process, but I have already been astonished by 

how little it takes to open people’s minds. In one training for public 

school educators, I began my presentation with the most basic foun-

dations of Jewish civilization: monotheism, the liberation narrative, 

laws that don’t come from individual rulers, civil discourse, and also 

an ethos of non-expansion — Jews never had or desired an empire, 

never sought to rule over others, and while some Jews did proselytize 

in the ancient period, there was and is no mission to convert anyone. 

The teachers and principals in this school were overwhelmingly not 

Jewish. Few knew anything about Judaism or Jewish life. After the 

first 20 minutes, I paused for questions, and a young woman in the 
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back of the room raised her hand. “So what you’re saying,” she said 

hesitantly, “is that there’s this tiny group of people that just wants 

to be left alone, and no one is leaving them alone?” Bingo — and it 

took only 20 minutes. 

In the few responses we have from students thus far, we’ve also 

seen how it’s possible to activate curiosity about both the “positive” 

and “negative” aspects of this story. One student of Brazilian her-

itage mentioned that learning the basics of Jewish civilization felt 

very relatable to him —  it gave him a mirror to “the presumptions 

and dumb questions people ask me about Brazil.” It turns out that 

people really don’t know how much they don’t know about many 

things — and it’s not nearly as hard as it seems to start learning. 

Another student was intrigued by the Big Lie: “What really stood out 

to me was how simple yet effective lies and propaganda can be. This 

made me realize that most people will blindly accept false informa-

tion, especially if this aligns with what they already believe in.” At 

the end of one teacher workshop, an African-American woman from 

a federally funded Title I public school approached me with tears 

in her eyes, talking about what it meant to her to learn for the first 

time about this enduring counterculture that set an acid test for a 

pluralistic society. In her words: “I want to take this story back to my 

black and brown students. They need this story.”

All of us do. The opposite of hatred isn’t love or empathy. It’s curi-

osity. And the purpose of education is to activate curiosity, to make 

people encounter the unfamiliar not with fear, but with eagerness 

to learn more. Fortunately, Jewish civilization has provided us with 

several thousand years of best practices in sparking that curiosity in 

the next generation. It’s time to open the conversation for those who 

don’t know how to ask.

To read and share 
this article online, 

scan the QR code.
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What follows is the text of the inaugural keynote address for the launch 

of the Israel studies program at Stanford University, November 17, 2025.

olfgang pauli , the great physicist, 

delivered what must be the most devastat-

ing academic put-down ever. Asked about 

an egregiously bad paper, Pauli replied, 

“That is not even wrong.” Das is nicht  

einmal falsch.

What does it mean to be “not even 

wrong”? If a parent asks a child to add 2 and 2, and the child answers 

5, that’s wrong. If the child says “banana,” it’s not even wrong. It 

doesn’t rise to the level of mere error. It fails to engage the proper 

category of analysis or discussion. It’s nonresponsive to the problem 

that must be addressed or solved.

 

bret stephens

Israel Studies 
Can Redeem 
Academia
My address to Stanford’s new program
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I’m sure we can think of other examples of being not even wrong. 

For this evening’s purposes, I’d like to start by discussing the ways 

in which so much of what passes for commentary about Israel, in 

the media and the academy, is not even wrong.

It is not even wrong to describe Israel as a settler-colonial state.

The United States is a settler-colonial state. So is Argentina. And 

Australia. And Brazil. And Canada. Except for a small minority 

of indigenous people, those of us who live in these countries 

are descendants or beneficiaries of settler colonialism. We speak 

European languages. We practice religions imported, in the 

main, from Europe. We are heirs to philosophical, cultural, and 

technological traditions born in Europe. We live on land that 

was seized by force from others and declared sovereign by our-

selves. Very few of us can trace our ancestry on this land more 

than a few generations back.

We can choose to be ashamed of this, or not; we can serve up 

performative land-acknowledgment statements, or not. But these 

are self-evident facts.

Israel suffers none of these embarrassments. Israelis speak 

and write a modern version of the same language spoken by King 

David. They live in the same general place and practice substan-

tially the same religion. At no point ever over the last 3,000 years 

was the Land of Israel without Jews; at no point did Hebrew 

cease to be the sacred language of Jews; at no point was Jeru-

salem not the site of Jewish communal and spiritual longing. 

What is now called Zionism is, in fact, only the latest iteration 

of Jewish resistance, often militant, to colonial rule by Babylo-

nians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Mamluks, Ottomans, and 

the British. This is not mythology. It’s amply documented in the 

historical record.

For Americans to denounce Israel as a settler-colonialist 

state, therefore, amounts to a kind of triple idiocy. It’s false. It’s  
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hypocritical. And it’s the opposite of a consistent position. In short: 

not even wrong.

 

It is not even wrong to accuse Israel of committing 
genocide in Gaza.

Last summer, an organization called the International Association 

of Genocide Scholars, or IAGS, endorsed a resolution claiming 

that Israel was committing genocide in Gaza. It made headlines 

worldwide. What did not make headlines was that only 128 of the 

association’s 500 members voted, or that membership is open to 

anyone for a $30 fee, or that there was no open debate on the res-

olution, or that at least 80 members of IAGS hailed from Iraq, not 

a country previously known for scrupulous genocide scholarship.

The farce of a resolution was emblematic of the farcicality 

of the charge. Genocide does not mean “too much death and 

destruction,” such as what occurred during the Allied bombard-

ments of Germany and Japan in World War II. It does not even 

mean the targeting of civilians, deliberate or inadvertent. It is, 

as the UN Genocide Convention puts it, the “intent to destroy, 

in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, 

as such.” Underscore the words as such: Genocide means killing 

a category of people for no other reason than that they belong to 

that category. Jews as Jews in the Shoah; Tutsis as Tutsis during 

the Rwandan genocide; Yazidis as Yazidis under the Islamic State.

Where is the evidence that Israel is doing this? Why, if Israel’s 

intention was genocide, did it routinely warn Gazan civilians to 

evacuate places it intended to attack? Why did it put thousands 

of its own soldiers at risk in Gaza? Why did it facilitate the dis-

tribution of polio vaccines to Gazans? Why, given its immense 

combat power, did it not kill 10 times as many Gazans? Why 

has Israel not also killed tens of thousands of Palestinians in 

the West Bank? Why do genocide scholars, such as Brown Uni-

versity’s Omer Bartov, rely on the supposed authority of UN 
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officials, including the antisemitic Francesca Albanese, to make 

their case against Israel? And why was Israel being accused of 

genocide only days after October 7, when the blood from that 

massacre wasn’t yet even dry?

An argument from authority is a notorious logical fallacy; argu-

ments from prejudiced authorities compound illogic with bigotry; 

arguments from prejudiced authorities who decree guilt first and 

look for evidence later turn illogic and bigotry into injustice. Again: 

not even wrong.

It is not even wrong to pretend that anti-Zionism 
has nothing to do with antisemitism.

It is true that, traced as a Venn diagram, antisemitism and anti- 

Zionism — that is, objection to the existence of a Jewish state rather 

than to its policies — do not perfectly overlap. Prior to 1948, there 

were arguments within the Jewish community about the wisdom of 

a Jewish state. There are some Jews today, including strictly obser-

vant Jews, who continue to oppose Jewish statehood on theological 

or ethical grounds. And there are sincere people, Jewish or not, who, 

whether out of idealism or naïveté, champion a binational state for 

Jews and Palestinians alike as a better alternative to the status quo 

or to a two-state solution.

But if the circles of antisemitism and anti-Zionism don’t fully 

overlap, it shouldn’t blind us to the fact that they often do. It is not 

anti-Zionism, but antisemitism, for pro-Palestinian protesters to 

lay siege to a Paris synagogue. It is not anti-Zionism, but antisem-

itism, when Sally Rooney refuses to have her novels translated into 

Hebrew, ostensibly on account of her objections to Israel. It is 

not anti-Zionism, but antisemitism, when Barnard students raid 

a class on the history of Israel and distribute flyers in which a 

jackboot stomps on a Star of David. It is not anti-Zionism, but 

antisemitism, when the Jewish director of the Brooklyn Museum 

of Art has her home spray-painted with pro-Hamas graffiti.
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And it is antisemitism, not anti-Zionism, when the charges 

leveled at Israel invariably replicate classic antisemitic tropes of 

bloodlust and manipulation; and when the same humanitarians 

who are so conspicuous in their denunciations of Israel are utterly 

silent when it comes to Turkey’s depredations against the Kurds 

or the genocide — the real genocide — currently unfolding at scale 

and speed in Sudan; and when Tucker Carlson decides to make his 

distaste for Israel known by inviting Nick Fuentes to discuss the 

subject on his podcast; and when university administrators shut 

down political conversations deemed offensive to some minorities 

but raise the banner of free speech when it comes to speech that 

appalls and frightens most Jews.

The list goes on. And it’s no accident that there’s so much over-

lap, in part because antisemites find anti-Zionism to be such a 

convenient cover for their bigotry, in part because hating Jews as a 

collective — whether as citizens of a state or members of a people 

or adherents of a faith — is the essential element of all Jew-hatred, 

even if the bigot is willing to offer exemptions or dispensations to 

selected individuals for good behavior. To doubt this point and 

willfully or ignorantly set aside millennia of Jewish experience 

with bigotry ranks, once again, as a case of not even wrong.

 



I have given you some examples of what is not even wrong. I have not 

talked about what I think is merely wrong: for instance, the accusa-

tion that Israel is becoming an apartheid state; or that Israel might 

have long ago made peace with its neighbors had it only had the 

will to do so; or that there was no justification for Israel fighting in 

Gaza in the way that it did for as long as it did. Wide latitude in the 

academy and media needs to be given to all sorts of views, including 

many with which I’d vehemently disagree. That’s because I believe 

in Thomas Jefferson’s dictum that “error of opinion may be tolerated 

where reason is free to combat it.”
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But I would like to suggest a corollary: Reason cannot win where 

reason does not rule.

If rigorous standards of logic and evidence and factual accuracy 

and intellectual integrity and scientific reproducibility and fair and 

open debate don’t govern academic life; if the people in charge won’t 

enforce those standards or if they enforce them only selectively; if 

views aren’t subjected to serious scrutiny and virtually any opinion 

can become valid merely by virtue of it being commonly held or 

politically expedient — if these conditions don’t hold, then reason 

doesn’t stand a chance.

The enterprise of reason is demanding and unforgiving and often 

downright hurtful to those who don’t measure up. Just ask your high 

school classmates who didn’t get into Stanford.

That’s what great universities are supposed to be about. Great 

newspapers, too, I might add. Argument within the walls of reason; 

ideas atop the floorboards of facts; experimentation under the roof 

of experience — in sum, the palace of thoughtful minds. Especially 

these days, many of us inside academia or the news media don’t 

get enough credit for doing our work squarely and conscientiously 

within that palace.

But many of us also know that, if we aren’t getting enough credit 

for the good work we do, there’s a reason for it — and the fault does 

not lie in our stars.

I know there are various ideas about the reasons for the sharp 

decline in confidence in higher education, from the effect of 

new technologies to the crisis of affordability. My own view is 

Think hard about Israel, and the deeper 

dimensions of our own conundrums in the 

West come more sharply into focus.
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that the source of the affliction is the ideological capture — by 

all too many faculty, staff, and students — of institutions that are 

supposed to be truth-seeking enterprises but instead have become 

truth-asserting enterprises.

They have done this, for the most part, by embracing Audre 

Lorde’s famous insight that “the master’s tools will never dis-

mantle the master’s house.” In place of robust debate, they want 

speech codes and cancellations. In place of engagement, they 

want encampments. In place of facts, they want narratives. In 

place of ideas, they want identity. In place of curiosity, they want 

certitude. In place of pedagogy, they want indoctrination. In place 

of process, they want results. In place of skepticism, they want slo-

gans. In place of independence, they want reliability. In place of 

reason, they want unreason. In place of citizens, they want cadres.

I don’t want to affect an expertise I don’t have, and I know I’m 

painting with a very broad brush — perhaps too broad for some 

of you. But my impression is that these tendencies are especially 

pronounced in academic fields that have the word studies attached 

to them — ethnic studies, for instance, or Middle Eastern studies. 

When I told a friend the other day that I was coming to Stanford 

to give a speech for the launch of the Israel studies program, he 

said: “Just pray that it doesn’t fast become the ‘anti-Israel studies’ 

program.” I’ve read enough about the trajectory of other Israel 

studies programs to know that the fear isn’t entirely unfounded.

The answer to the problem of capture is to 

refuse to get captured. Perhaps that means 

recruiting people whose credentials don’t 

include the letters P, H, and D. 
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My larger point is this: If we want to understand the prolifera-

tion of “not even wrong” views, particularly in university settings, 

and particularly about Israel, the places to look are the trends 

described above. These trends are not new: We have seen similar 

things happen before, to varying intensities, from Heidelberg in 

the 1930s to Peking in the 1960s. They are invariably symptoms, 

or perhaps harbingers, of something darker: an exit from the pal-

ace of reason, a bid for the raw exercise of power.

This is what we saw during the post–October 7 campus pro-

tests. It wasn’t so much the views that I found appalling. It was the 

mindset and the tactics — the repetitive and thought-terminating  

clichés; the refusal to engage with critics; the refusal to abide 

by rules and the confidence that they could get away with their 

rule-breaking without consequence; the Manichaean demonization 

of all Israelis and Zionists and the beatification of all Palestinians. 

And what I found just as appalling was this: These kids were admit-

ted. For every 10 or 50 campus Maoists, there was an admissions 

officer somewhere who thought they had the right stuff. And the 

thought applies equally to all the tenure or tenure-track faculty who 

egged on the junior totalitarians.

These are serious failures. And the question that remains to be 

answered is whether institutional leaders will draw the appropri-

ate lessons, act, lead, take unpopular stands — or just wait for the 

storm to blow over and return to business as usual.

 



The question now is what role an Israel studies program can play 

in this kind of institutional moment. Broadly speaking, I suspect 

three things could happen to a program like this over the next five 

or 10 years. 

You can be captured.

You can be tokenized.

Or you can become an example of scholarly seriousness, an engine 
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for academic renewal and transformation, and a relevant actor 

beyond the quads.

I hope you are aware of the risk of capture. My admittedly limited 

acquaintance with the world of academic Israel scholarship is that it 

tends to lean from the Left to the far-Left in its political orientation, 

just like the rest of academia. I would never suggest that there can 

be no value in those perspectives.

But there’s always a problem when ideological homogeneity 

leads, as it usually does, to groupthink, politicization, and nar-

rowness of vision. What I have in mind, for example, was the open 

letter signed in 2021 by 200 Israel and Jewish studies professors 

scoring Israel for its “settler-colonial paradigm,” or the scholars 

who signed up the same year for the “Jerusalem Declaration on 

Antisemitism,” whose purpose was to deny the connection between 

anti-Zionism and antisemitism. When scholars, Jewish or not, vol-

unteer to provide their seal of approval for the demonization of 

their own subject matter, they do worse than turn themselves into 

versions of Lenin’s “useful idiots.” They make themselves irrele-

vant. As I’ve written in Sapir, “There is no shortage of discomfiting 

and intelligent debates to be had in good faith regarding Israel 

and its future. Proposing that Israel should have no future isn’t 

one of them.”

The answer to the problem of capture is to refuse to get cap-

tured. Perhaps that means recruiting people whose credentials don’t 

include the letters P, H, and D. Perhaps it means insisting that the 

purpose of an Israel studies program is scholarship, not advocacy. 

Perhaps something else.

But my advice to those of you who will help lead and shape this 

program is this: The fox is right outside the henhouse. Please have 

the good sense not to let him in.

Then there is tokenization, a subject I know something about, 

having served as the token conservative and the token pro-Israel voice 

on more panels and in more places than I care to think about. There 

is — I don’t want to say at Stanford, but at lesser institutions — a 
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belief that the best way to address complaints that conservative or 

pro-Israel voices are underrepresented and under attack is . . . to invite 

Bret Stephens to give a speech. I hope that’s not the case here! If 

not that, it’s to set up a program or an institute on campus that is 

supposed to advance the cause of viewpoint diversity but also risks 

turning you into a kind of ghetto for a handful of students and fac-

ulty who operate in a state of permanent dissent from the rest of the 

institution and can do relatively little to influence it.

Tokenization does not mean you can’t do exceptional work and 

help transform the lives of your students. But it limits your impact 

and your potential to help save the great universities, above all from 

themselves. I think you can do more, and better, than that. The 

question is how.

Let me close by offering an overarching thought.

The modern State of Israel is not a state like, say, Denmark — that 

is, sovereign and distinct but enmeshed in and secured by a broader 

cultural and political identity. Nor is it like Russia, grimly asserting 

its distinctiveness but with increasingly little to contribute beyond 

itself. Nor is it like Pakistan, defined largely by what it is not.

Nor is Israel just a political project. It’s also an astounding civili-

zational and philosophical one.

Astounding civilizationally for what it represents in the long arc 

of Jewish history; for what it shows about the role of memory in the 

creation of the future; for what it teaches us about the frequently 

The intelligent study of the Jewish state — study 

that gets away from the typically cartoonish 

and invidious and not-even-wrong attention that 

Israel usually gets — should matter to everyone.
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tense but often fruitful synthesis of the two. A picture for you to 

ponder: An ultra-Orthodox Jew zipping through Tel Aviv on an elec-

trified scooter reaches the intersection of Ahad Ha’am and Herzl 

Streets. If you can appreciate the incongruity of this image, its near 

absurdity, but also its beauty and its wonderful ordinariness, then 

you can understand what I mean.

And astonishing philosophically because of the ways it chal-

lenges so many of the assumptions, cherished or unexamined, of 

West and East alike. What is the place of personal autonomy and 

freedom in the constitution of human happiness? What does a good 

citizen owe his state and what does a good state owe its citizens? 

What are the prudent boundaries of pluralism and tribalization, 

religious or otherwise? How does a hyper-technological society rec-

oncile itself with primordial attachments to God and traditional 

land and history? When do diversity, tolerance, live-and-let-live, and 

the other nostrums that define social decency in the West become 

self-endangering? When should a country observe a “decent respect 

for the opinions of mankind” (to borrow a phrase), and when must 

it ignore them? What does a state owe its neighbors, and can those 

obligations be honored if they aren’t honored reciprocally?

These are genuinely significant, difficult, and transcendent 

questions — ones that Israelis grapple with daily, with varying 

degrees of success, under conditions of peril and stress. They 

are worth thinking about, and not just in the usual sociological, 

ethnographic, political, or geopolitical categories in which they 

are typically examined. Think hard about Israel, and the deeper 

dimensions of our own conundrums in the West come more 

sharply into focus.

What I’m saying here is that the intelligent study of the Jew-

ish state — study that gets away from the typically cartoonish 

and invidious and not-even-wrong attention that Israel usually 

gets — should matter to everyone, at least everyone at a university 

like Stanford. The study of Israel, I’d go as far as to say, is not just 

a study of a piece of humanity, but a Humanity, capital-H, unto 
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itself. And an Israel studies program, done confidently and cor-

rectly, can do something, even a lot, to help rescue the humanities 

from their own depressing decline into politicization, solipsism, 

and irrelevance.

That, at any rate, is my hope for you. It’s been an honor to deliver 

your inaugural keynote address.

Thank you.
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 str ange thing  happened in 

the social sciences at the turn of the 

20th century. In an effort to dignify 

Jewish origins in the minds of their  

academic peers, Jewish thinkers, includ-

ing the anthropologist Maurice Fishberg, 

embraced the race science of the time. 

The embrace went beyond simply approving of this pseudoscience 

to actually contributing to its scholarship. Based on a study of Jew-

ish skulls, Fishberg co-authored scholarship supporting the view 

that the Jews constitute a distinct race: “When figures taken from 

such diverse elements of Judaism present such a homogeneity, it 

can safely be concluded that the cranial type of the modern Jews 

shows very little if any intermixture of foreign blood.”

Today, the language of race science is enough to make us wince. 

At the time, however, it would have read as academically seri-

ous and even avant-garde. Race science was central to the social  
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sciences of the period and widely regarded as a legitimate frame-

work for understanding human difference. It was this same body of 

thought that would later furnish intellectual legitimacy to National 

Socialism in Germany.

In his 1946 book Hitler’s Professors, linguist Max Weinreich doc-

umented how the German university — then the pride of Western 

scholarship — fell with terrifying speed into the service of Nazi ide-

ology. Within months of Hitler’s rise to power, professors across 

disciplines had issued declarations of loyalty. They did so not only 

to secure their posts but to align themselves with a social and polit-

ical movement that promised prestige, resources, and renewed  

relevance. Entire research institutes were founded, fields reorganized, 

and new disciplines invented around the “Jewish Question.” 

Weinreich revealed a moral and epistemic collapse that con-

verted scholarship into ideology. Anti-Jewish libels  do not circulate 

on their own. They require institutional prestige to stabilize them. 

The university has long been an effective instrument for transmut-

ing defamation into knowledge, serving not as a barrier to harmful 

ideology but as its most efficient vehicle.

At the moment of writing, the university has been lost to a 

new pseudoscience: antizionism. And there are Jewish faculty, 

like Fishberg before them, who lent it credibility. Our urgent and 

ambitious task is to make them see the scholarly error, as Fishberg 

eventually did, and get them to reverse course.



What the Nazi university did with the “Jewish Question” the con-

temporary university now does with the “Zionist Question.” Entire 

disciplines — anthropology, among them — have been reorganized 

around antizionist libel, based on a Manichean worldview in which 

“Zionist professors,” “Zionist ideologues,” and “Zionist adminis-

trators” are singled out as enemies of justice. In this imaginary, 

“Zionist” does not denote genuine persons or positions; it works as 
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an all-encompassing metaphor of corruption that must be purged.

Antizionism is the ideology that treats Jewish peoplehood and 

sovereignty as an intrinsic injustice. It is today’s evolved form of 

anti-Jewish hate, less crude than classical antisemitism, but no less 

potent. Antizionism is more abstract, systematized, and rhetorically 

refined — ideally suited to academic environments that reward opposi-

tional performance and repackage hostility as critical thought.

Antizionism didn’t emerge ex nihilo. It adapted old libels into 

new, contextually plausible forms. Its core accusations — colonizer, 

apartheid, and genocide — can all be understood as mutations of 

earlier anti-Jewish tropes. The colonizer libel reframes the classi-

cal image of the Jew as a foreign usurper or parasitic outsider. The 

apartheid libel secularizes the older anti-Judaic trope that Jews, as a 

self-declared “chosen people,” despise others, an image transmuted 

into the claim that “Zionists” are “racist.” The genocide libel follows 

the same logic: The Nazis claimed that Jews were plotting to exter-

minate the German people — Goebbels declaring  in 1941 that the 

Jews had “plans for annihilation” against Germany — while the 

mufti of Jerusalem broadcast on Nazi radio that Zionists intended 

to annihilate the Arabs. Classical antisemitism was animated by 

fantasies of Jewish takeover and national extinction, fantasies that 

antizionism retools into a vocabulary for describing “Zionism.” The 

“Zionist,” then, is the new figure of “the Jew”: colonialist, racist,  

and genocidal.

Yet antizionism could not have achieved its current institutional 

dominance through ideological content alone. Like most success-

ful anti-Jewish projects before it, from medieval anti-Talmudism 

to the Soviet Yevsektsiya — the Jewish section of the Communist 

Party tasked with suppressing Jewish life — it requires Jewish inter-

mediaries to legitimize its claims. Antizionism depends on figures 

within the Jewish community who can naturalize its libels, giving 

the appearance of internal dissent while laundering an external 

ideology. It is at this junction, where an anti-Jewish ideology seeks  

Jewish validation, that the contemporary university’s crisis deepens. 
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Jewish anti-Zionists today engage in a consequential con-

flation that demands conceptual precision to disentangle.  

Anti-Zionism (with the hyphen) refers to historical Jewish 

debates about Zionism; antizionism (without the hyphen) names a 

modern ideology built on libels about Israel. This distinction, stan-

dard in contemporary antisemitism studies led by scholars such as 

David Hirsh and David Seymour, is ignored by some Jewish studies 

professors — Shaul Magid, Daniel Boyarin, David Biale, and oth-

ers — whose elision gives ideological cover to antizionism. Their 

intellectual projects to produce accounts of diasporist Judaism are 

legitimate, even worthy. But their failure to recognize and acknowl-

edge the difference between their projects and that of antizionism 

is what grants antizionism its alibi.

Jewish anti-Zionist intellectuals must realize just how much work 

they’re doing for the antizionist hate movement. The issue is not 

merely the difference between debating the creation of a state before 

it exists and questioning its legitimacy once it is a legal, historical, 

and civilizational fact. The real question is whether we can perceive 

antizionism at all as a concrete social movement and a coherent 

ideology,  and whether we can name it with conceptual precision. It 

is exactly this linguistic and historical sleight of hand — collapsing 

pre-1948 Jewish debates about Zionism into today’s antizionist hate 

movement — that furnishes the intellectual alibi for what is other-

wise the blunt mechanism of tokenism: the strategic elevation of 

“some Jews” to legitimize an ideology aimed at Jewish peoplehood.

Anti-Zionist Jews play a key institutional role in the antizion-

ist takeover of the academy, acting as “experts on the Jews” in 

ways strikingly similar to the Jewish anti-Talmudists of medieval 

anti-Judaism — figures such as Nicholas Donin, Pablo Christiani, 

and Johann Pfefferkorn, whose Jewish origins were strategically 

deployed to legitimize attacks on Judaism itself. These token con-

verts ultimately became proactive preachers of the gospel and 

aggressive antagonists of European Jews. Hatred directed at Israel 

is reframed as a higher form of Jewish piety, championed by Jews 
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who present themselves as guardians of “true Judaism” precisely 

through their rejection of the Jewish state.



Let’s set the record straight.

There are three sources of pre-1948 Jewish anti-Zionism — liberal, 

ultra-Orthodox (Haredi), and Marxist — and all three are routinely 

invoked by antizionists today. The first two have no historical or 

genealogical connection to contemporary antizionism. Only the 

third does, and even then not because of anything specifically 

Jewish in it but because the Soviet Union forged the crystallized 

form of antizionism itself: the ideological complex that declares 

“Zionism is racism,” that “Zionists are Nazis,” and that Israel is a  

genocidal colonial state, as scholar Izabella Tabarovsky has shown. 

It is this Soviet lineage — not liberal or Haredi dissent — that has 

now entered the West with such force.

Liberal Jewish opposition to Zionism, exemplified by the 1885 

Pittsburgh Platform, overlaps with antizionism only superficially. 

Reform leaders such as Kaufmann Kohler and Isaac Mayer Wise 

rejected Jewish nationhood in order to secure full civil equality in 

the Diaspora, emphasizing Judaism as a universal ethical religion 

rather than a people with territorial ties and claims. Whatever one 

makes of this assimilationist wager, it sought the acquisition and 

consolidation of civic rights, rather than the denial or revocation 

of Jewish political rights that defines contemporary antizionism.

By contrast, antizionism’s rejection of Jewish peoplehood 

aligns far more with Islamic dhimmitude frameworks, in which 

Jews were historically defined as a tolerated but subordinated reli-

gious minority. The PLO’s 1964 and 1968 charters — which go to 

extraordinary lengths to deny the existence of the Jewish people 

altogether — draw on this older pattern. The ideological ances-

try of those documents has nothing to do with Reform Judaism’s 

attempt to secure equal citizenship in Europe or America.
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Ultra-Orthodox traditions, which forbade a return to the Land 

of Israel until the arrival of the Messiah, contain nothing that even 

remotely resembles the antizionist colonizer libel. The classic Haredi 

position, articulated in sources such as the Talmud (Ketubot 111a), 

insisted on divine, not political, redemption. But none of these tradi-

tions ever suggested that Jews lacked indigeneity in the Land of Israel. 

Quite the opposite: The entire halakhic tradition presumes that Eretz 

Yisrael is the indisputable origin and eternal home of the Jewish  

People, and that its restoration is the telos of history. Even the fiercest 

anti-Zionist Hasidic authorities, such as the Satmar Rebbe, also never 

claimed that Jewish chosenness (am segula) implied “racial suprem-

acy.” That idea — the core of the contemporary apartheid libel —  

originates not in Jewish theology but in its antizionist distortion.

So where does antizionism come from?

The foundational text is arguably Fayez Sayegh’s Zionist Colonialism 

in Palestine (1965), published while he directed the Soviet-sponsored 

Palestine Research Center in Beirut. Sayegh coined the term settler 

colonialism specifically to describe Israel, redefining colonialism not 

as a system of economic exploitation, as in classical Marxist theory, 

but as the mere existence of Jews as an immigrant enclave. Drawing 

selectively on Marxism, Sayegh preserved the charge of anti-colonial 

struggle while stripping it of its content, redirecting it toward Jew-

ish particularity itself. Jewish peoplehood was reframed as a colonial  

fabrication — a “racist ideology” rooted in “biblical chauvinism” 

and the idea of the “chosen people.” In this way, Sayegh succeeded 

in repurposing anti-Judaic polemic against Jewish “exclusivity” into a 

critique of “settler colonialism.” 

Settler colonialism did not enter the academic mainstream until 

decades later. In 1999, Australian scholar Patrick Wolfe revived the 

framework in his book Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of 

Anthropology. In 2006, his now-canonical essay “Settler Colonialism 

and the Elimination of the Native,” published in the Journal of Geno-

cide Research, explicitly applied this eliminatory logic to Israel —  

casting Zionism as a project structurally driven to remove the “native” 
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population. This hostile reconstruction marked a critical nexus 

point: settler-colonial studies fused with the institutional machin-

ery of genocide discourse. Under the editorial influence of Australian 

scholar Dirk Moses, now at CUNY, the journal became a platform for 

recasting “Zionism” through Wolfe’s framework.

The Journal of Genocide Research became the institutional hub of 

this ideological convergence, incubating a cohort of genocide-libel 

theorists — Martin Shaw, Omer Bartov, Raz Segal, Amos Goldberg, 

and others — who would rise to prominence after October 7, often 

citing or collaborating with UN official Francesca Albanese, whose 

work represents the full application of this logic within the UN’s 

institutionalized system of antizionism.

Jewish anti-Zionists today continue to ignore this history and 

genealogy, contending that the antizionist hate movement that 

stormed campuses and captured the international media, and 

that has long poisoned human rights organizations, is somehow 

the same as the rich Jewish political debate that preceded 1948. 

Simply telling this story should be enough to disabuse anyone 

of the conflation between the anti-Zionism of the past and the 

anti-Jewish ideology that is antizionism today. The genealogies are 

simply distinct. Pre-1948 Jewish debates over Zionism are not the 

source material for contemporary antizionism, with its three core 

libels of colonizer, apartheid, and genocide. 



German Jewish anthropologist Franz Boas devoted his career to 

disproving pseudoscientific theories of race. Practically invent-

ing the discipline of modern anthropology through his prolific 

research, most famously of the Inuit of North America’s Pacific 

Northwest, Boas led the charge against the scientific racism of his 

time, dismantling the racial typologies that had legitimized oppres-

sion. He demonstrated that many so-called racial traits were not 

fixed biological realities but shaped by environment and culture. 
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His intervention overturned the categories that had once classified 

Jews as inherently degenerate or inferior — a foundational move in 

the struggle for both scientific integrity and minority dignity.

By 1911, Maurice Fishberg had recanted his support for Jewish race 

science, having moved in the direction opened by Boas, emphasizing 

the variability of Jewish physical characteristics and the formative role 

of culture and environment. As he put it, “The differences between 

Jews and Christians are not everywhere racial, due to anatomical or 

physiological peculiarities, but are solely the result of the social and 

political environment.” Yet the race science that conferred scholarly 

legitimacy on classical antisemitism had not yet been dismantled.

Today we face a different, but no less insidious, pseudosci-

ence — one that masquerades as global justice while recoding 

Jews as racialized oppressors through the language of indigeneity, 

whiteness, and decolonization. The Jew once again becomes the 

world-historical cause of suffering; only now it is “Zionism” that 

functions as the ontological stain. 

Our charge is to reclaim the academy. The goal must be not 

simply to defend Jews but to repair a broken intellectual order. To 

expose how anti-Jewish hate has recoded the very disciplines meant 

to understand the human. To interrupt the ideological machin-

ery that turns truth into sin. We need a Boasian intervention into 

antizionism today. That means showing today’s Jewish intellectuals 

what antizionism is and where it actually comes from. 

In 1934 Boas, alongside Fishberg and other scholars, convened 

to explicitly condemn scientific racial essentialism and the author-

ity it had been granted within academic life under Nazism. But 

by then, it was too late. The Nazis had already begun giving those 

cranial views some teeth.
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ew ideas  run deeper in Jewish life 

than the conviction that learning sus-

tains us. Wherever Jews settled, they 

established places of study. Study was 

not merely a route to livelihood; it was 

the framework of community and con-

tinuity. That reverence for education 

shaped Jewish history and powered Israel’s creation in biblical 

times and re-creation in modern times.

Because of that legacy, one might expect the Jewish state’s schools 

to be strong — that a nation of scientists, entrepreneurs, and soldiers 

surely excels at teaching its children. Reality is different. Israel’s edu-

cation system, once a symbol of national confidence, is now one of its 

weakest institutions. And unless it is rebuilt, the country’s economic, 

civic, and even security foundations will erode.
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

The evidence is stark. In the latest international assessments of 

15-year-olds, done by the OECD in 2022, Israel ranked near the bot- 

tom in the developed world: 31st in mathematics, 30th in science, 

25th in reading. In the most recent international assessment of 

fourth-graders, in 2021, Israel placed last in reading comprehension 

across the OECD, whose 38 member countries form much of the 

developed democratic world and collaborate to set international 

standards. In eighth-grade math and science, last assessed inter-

nationally in 2023, Israel recorded the sharpest decline of any  

developed country, placing second-to-last.

The picture isn’t only about rankings. The number of 

high-achieving students in Israel has nearly halved since the previ-

ous international assessments were done, between 2016 and 2019, 

while weaker students fall further behind, producing the widest 

achievement gaps in the West. Surveys of adults show the ultimate 

effects. Israeli adults rank close to last among developed nations 

in literacy and numeracy, and national productivity per work hour 

has slipped from roughly 85 percent of the European average two 

decades ago to 74 percent today.

All this despite record spending: Israel now devotes almost 5 

percent of its GDP to education — the highest share in the OECD. 

Over the past decade and a half, the budget has tripled and 

per-student spending has doubled. Student achievement however, 

has declined. The problem is not money. It is the way the system 

is built.

Israel’s education system is one of the most centralized in the 

developed world. Roughly 70 percent of key decisions — budgets, 

staffing, curriculum — are made by the Ministry of Education in 

Jerusalem. No other OECD country, aside from Turkey and Mexico, 

concentrates as much educational authority in a single office.

That structure was created in the 1950s, when a young and poor 

state sought uniformity and control. The goals were understandable: 
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to integrate a massive immigrant population, forge a shared national 

identity, and prevent the reemergence of old divisions. But what 

served a new state well has become a liability for a mature one.

Today, centralization functions less as an equalizer and more 

as a ceiling. Every innovation — new teaching methods, flexible 

scheduling, creative budgeting — requires the Ministry’s approval. 

Teachers and principals spend their energy navigating bureau-

cracy instead of developing ideas. The logic that once aimed to 

guarantee fairness now blocks excellence.

The rules governing employment illustrate the point. School 

principals cannot hire or dismiss teachers directly; the Ministry is 

the formal employer. Even when a teacher consistently underper-

forms, removal requires multiple inspections, union consultation, 

and approval from Jerusalem — a process that can take years. In 

practice, almost no one is dismissed. 

The pay scale reinforces the problem. Contrary to popular belief, 

average teacher salaries in Israel are not particularly low. OECD 

data show that teachers in Israel earn between 87 and 92 percent 

of what other academic professionals make — slightly above the 

OECD average of 81 to 88 percent. Countries with stronger school 

systems, such as Finland, Estonia, and Denmark, actually pay 

teachers significantly less relative to other professions. The problem 

is not the average compensation but the structure of it. Pay is tied 

almost entirely to seniority rather than merit. A gifted 30-year-old 

teacher earns less than half the salary of a mediocre 50-year-old. 

The message is unmistakable: Wait, don’t excel. As a result, veteran 

teachers, regardless of ability, remain in place, while talented young 

educators leave. Nearly 1 in 5 new teachers quits within five years.

These structural distortions shape who chooses to teach. Studies 

show that Israeli teachers score significantly lower on international 

measures of literacy and numeracy than teachers in other devel-

oped countries. University entrance-exam data reveal that students 

who plan to become teachers perform well below their peers enter-

ing other professions. In countries with a less centralized education 
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authority, such as Finland, Estonia, and Denmark, the opposite 

is true: Teaching attracts strong candidates because it offers both  

status and independence.

Curriculum control creates the same pattern. Because pro-

grams are written centrally and monitored by inspectors, schools 

have little room to adapt. A school principal cannot shift hours 

from one subject to another or design an interdisciplinary track 

without ministerial approval. Teachers cannot pilot new methods 

unless a national committee first recognizes them. Even the num-

ber of weekly lessons in each subject is fixed. This rigidity explains 

why Israeli students spend more hours in classrooms than almost 

any of their peers abroad but learn less.

International comparisons show what happens when systems 

trust their educators. OECD research in 2019 found a clear link 

between local decision-making and student performance: Coun-

tries where schools control hiring, budgeting, and teaching methods 

achieve higher scores even after accounting for income levels. The 

explanation is intuitive. When professionals have authority, they take  

responsibility; when they have none, they simply comply.

The cultural consequences are as damaging as the adminis-

trative ones. A centralized system erodes the sense of ownership 

The problem is not the average compensation 

but the structure of it. Pay is tied almost 

entirely to seniority rather than merit. A gifted 

30-year-old teacher earns less than half the 

salary of a mediocre 50-year-old. The message 

is unmistakable: Wait, don’t excel. 
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that healthy institutions require. Teachers become functionaries, 

principals become clerks, and parents become bystanders. In the 

absence of trust, no one feels accountable for outcomes. The Min-

istry’s inspectors can enforce compliance but not motivation. The 

result is a paradoxical mix of control and chaos — tight regulation 

at the top, indifference at the bottom.

Partial decentralization already exists within Israel’s system, 

yet even where it works, it is tightly constrained. Many high 

schools operated by semi-independent networks such as ORT and 

AMIT generally outperform government-run schools, even though 

they serve similar populations. Their advantage stems from some-

what greater managerial flexibility, not larger budgets. But even 

these networks remain bound by the Ministry’s regulations and 

by national labor agreements that govern hiring, pay, and work 

hours. They can innovate at the margins but only within a nar-

row corridor defined by the central bureaucracy. The evidence for 

reform, in other words, is visible inside Israel — it simply hasn’t 

been allowed to mature.

At its core, the problem is not policy but trust. The Ministry 

of Education was built on the belief that only a central authority 

can guarantee fairness and prevent chaos. After 75 years of state-

hood, that belief no longer fits reality. The state’s role should be to 

ensure standards and equity, not to script every classroom. Until 

Israel restores trust in the people closest to its students, it will 

continue to confuse management with leadership, and compliance 

with excellence.



Real reform requires shifting power from the Ministry to the schools 

while keeping education fully public. Schools should control their 

own budgets, staffing, and teaching methods. Principals must be 

free to assemble teams and reward excellence. Teachers must be 

treated as professionals who can innovate and be held accountable 



 w i n t e r  2 0 2 6   |   s a p i r               103

for results. Parents should have meaningful choice among a diverse 

range of schools, all operating within a shared civic framework.

Funding should follow the student through a weighted per-pupil 

model: Each child brings a base allocation, with additional support for 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Any school that meets clear public stan-

dards — a defined core curriculum, civic and national values, transpar-

ency, and open admissions — would receive full state funding, whether 

run by government, a municipality, or a nonprofit network.

This is not privatization. The state continues to define goals 

and ensure equity; it simply stops trying to micromanage every 

classroom. The focus shifts from inputs to outcomes.

International experience shows this approach works. Across 

the OECD, countries that grant schools greater autonomy over 

budgets and staffing consistently record higher student achieve-

ment. Nations such as the Netherlands, Denmark, and Sweden, 

where schools operate independently within clear public rules, 

perform well above average. The United Kingdom’s “academies” 

system — publicly funded but self-governing — lifted England’s 

rankings in math, reading, and science from the middle to the top 

tier within a decade.

Israel’s own health-care system already follows the same prin-

ciple. Four competing independent health funds deliver universal 

coverage under national regulation. Patients choose, quality rises, 

and the system remains entirely public. The Israeli health-care sys-

tem is widely considered one of the finest in the world. Education 

can, and should, work the same way.

What prevents it are entrenched interests. The Ministry of Edu-

cation is reluctant to relinquish control; its bureaucracy is built on 

it. The teachers’ unions fear flexibility, equating it with instability. 

Together they form a durable alliance of inertia — the Ministry 

writing the rules, the unions defending them, and the students 

straggling behind their international peers.

We witnessed this pattern from two vantage points within the 

government. Moshe, during his years at the Ministry of Finance, 
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was responsible for education policy and wage negotiations with 

the teachers’ unions. There he saw how even modest propos-

als — such as allowing principals to offer small merit bonuses 

or introducing limited flexibility in teacher contracts — met  

resistance. The people across the table, from both the Ministry of 

Education and the unions, were sincere, but the system rewarded 

caution. Avital, serving as deputy director-general of the Ministry 

of Education, encountered the same dynamic from inside the  

ministry itself. When she tried to implement reforms such as 

individual employment contracts and limited parental choice, 

she faced not just reluctance but active resistance from senior  

officials whose formal duty was to advance improvement. From 

both perspectives, we reached the same conclusion: Israel’s edu-

cation system protects itself more effectively than it protects its 

students. The structure itself resists improvement.



Changing that structure is not only a matter of policy design. It 

is a question of political will. Every serious reform in the past two 

decades — differential budgeting, performance-based pay, local 

management — has failed not because the evidence was weak but 

because the incentives were wrong. No government has yet chosen 

to confront the partnership of bureaucracy and union power that 

keeps the system frozen.

That is why we helped establish Phoenix for Israel Education, a 

civil-society initiative devoted to creating the conditions that real 

reform demands. Our premise is simple: Technical solutions exist, 

but without a political and social coalition behind them, they will 

never be adopted.

Phoenix for Israel Education works on three fronts. It devel-

ops detailed, research-based policy roadmaps showing that decen-

tralization is both practical and fiscally viable. It builds a broad 

professional and civic coalition — educators, researchers, parents, 



 w i n t e r  2 0 2 6   |   s a p i r               105

and local leaders — around a shared vision of public education 

that is accountable and diverse. And it engages decision-makers 

directly, changing the cost-benefit calculation so that supporting 

reform becomes politically advantageous rather than risky.

The timing matters. Israel is approaching another election 

cycle, and after the national trauma of recent years, the appe-

tite for structural change is growing. Civil-society movements are 

reimagining governance across sectors; education must be part of 

that conversation. Our task is to turn awareness into consensus, 

and consensus into political action. The political climate at the 

moment clouds the urgency of education reform. Every citizen 

probably agrees, at least in the abstract, that a healthy education 

system is crucial for any society to thrive. The more that parents 

and voters articulate a demand for a less centralized system, the 

more politically feasible meaningful change becomes.

Resistance from within the education system, from both the 

bureaucracy and the unions, will be strong, but the alternative is 

continued decline. The longer Israel delays, the more it will spend on 

remediation instead of excellence, and on social welfare instead of 

opportunity. Decentralization will not solve every problem overnight, 

but it will make improvement possible again. It will allow school 

principals to lead, teachers to teach, and parents to participate. It 

will replace control with trust and stagnation with responsibility.

Israel’s future — economic, civic, and moral — depends on an 

education system that matches its ambitions. The country that 

calls itself the People of the Book should not settle for mediocrity 

in its classrooms. The path to renewal is clear. What’s required is 

the will to take it.

To read and share 
this article online, 

scan the QR code.
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s it ok ay  to have a crush on a hostage? 

The day Emily Damari was released 

from 471 days of Hamas captivity, she 

came triumphantly bounding out of 

the crowds of Gaza as though she was 

a dyke winning an arm-wrestling con-

test. It couldn’t have been more evident 

that she was a lesbian had she marched out of Khan Yunis waving 

a three-dollar bill. She raised her injured hand, missing two fin-

gers — they were shot off when she was kidnapped on October 7 

from Kibbutz Kfar Aza — and the gesture of strength and Jewish 

endurance became an instant meme. When I heard Damari speak 

in Los Angeles 10 months after her liberation, she was magnifi-

cent. A whole person. Gay, Israeli, and — above all — free.

“The enemy is watching all the time,” she said. “We cannot give 

them any satisfaction that they have broken us.” As she retold some 

of what she had experienced in Gaza, it was her chutzpah that got 

eve barlow

Queers for Zion
The hatred of Israel is a symptom of what 
plagues LGBTQ politics today
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me most. “Every time they called me a prisoner, I would tell them, 

‘No, I’m a hostage.’ Prisoners have three meals a day. Prisoners 

flush the toilet. Prisoners go outside. Prisoners see the sunlight. 

Prisoners call their families. I’m not a prisoner.” She refused to 

accept Hamas’s definition of who and what she was.

She even took the opportunity to check the pulse on homopho-

bia in Gaza, asking the terrorist guard what he would do if he 

found out his brother was gay. He responded instantaneously: “I 

would kill him.” “But he’s your best friend, your brother, you love 

him.” Same automated response, except more resolute. “Kill him.” 

To further their psychological torture, the hostages were often 

made to watch Al Jazeera. One day, there was a report about the 

encampments at Columbia University. Damari saw the Queers for 

Palestine setting up base. “This was insane to me,” she said, still 

confused by their commitment to self-destruction. “You guys may 

be for Palestine. But I can tell you, Palestine is not for you.”

When you tell Western keffiyeh-wearing members of the alphabet 

tribe (I can say that, I’m a proud L of the LGBTQ) that Damari’s 

sexuality had to be hidden by the media and the Israeli and UK gov-

ernments while she was in captivity to protect her from immediate 

execution, they will give you their stock response. They/them will 

tell you that it doesn’t matter how hateful Hamas is toward gay peo-

ple and that in Gaza a gay person would be thrown from the tallest 

building. “Just because someone would kill me for my lifestyle doesn’t 

mean I won’t speak out for them against their own oppression.”

Surely it should mean something to the LGBTQ community that 

they’re defending their own would-be murderers; at the very least, 

they should know their proper place in Hamas’s worldview. (Hint: 

no place.) That this means nothing to them says a lot. It shows that 

they fail to acknowledge their real-life place in the world, and that 

is itself a very dangerous place to be. This is what the LGBTQ com-

munity needs to grapple with, and it’s an ambitious task. It needs 

to develop a greater self-consciousness and self-perception, an accu-

rate and working sense of its place in society — socially, politically, 
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and historically. And once it does, it will see the rest of the world 

more clearly.



I’d like to propose a path toward that self-discovery, starting with 

a bit of gay political history. How did this happen? How did the 

LGBTQ community, after generations of fighting for its own sex-

ual rights, end up, for the most part, in bed with homophobic 

purveyors of sexual (and many other kinds of) violence?

The answer to this question can be found, fittingly, in the 

annals of gay politics and feminist theory. In 1988, the trailblazing  

feminist theorist Donna Haraway gave us the concept of “situated 

knowledge” to explain the perceptual limits of what any individ-

ual person or movement can know. Anything that you or I or the 

groups we’re members of know we know only subjectively, from 

the vantage point of where we stand — socially, politically, racially,  

economically — in the world. And for most of our decades-long fight 

for equal rights, the situated vantage point of the gay community 

was on the political margins. The margin, therefore, is what we 

know. In 1973, a University of Chicago poll showed that 73 per-

cent of Americans believed that consensual same-sex relations 

between adults was “always wrong,” and another 7 percent said it 

was “almost always wrong”: cumulatively, 80 percent of the U.S. 

electorate. A Gallup poll from 1978, the year that gay activist Har-

vey Milk was murdered, showed that only 26 percent of Americans 

would be willing to vote for a gay presidential candidate. 

We, or more accurately those who came out before us, spent the 

next several decades fighting and resisting from the margins. The 

queers collect causes as if they’re going extinct. Posters, plants, 

pets, you name it, LGBTQ people will adopt it. We seem never 

to have met a marginal movement we’re not ready to jump into 

bed with. And that is not a coincidence. In the LGBTQ world, 

protests are the gateway to hook-ups. Romance blossoms from 



 w i n t e r  2 0 2 6   |   s a p i r               111

the inherent compulsion to fight for recognition of our love. Our 

placement on the margins for so long generated its own kind of 

sexualized energy, a romance of resistance, you might say. And 

while on the margins, we met a whole slew of other marginal polit-

ical camps, none were as conversant in the language of resistance, 

or muqāwama, as they say in Arabic, as Free Palestine. By the time 

of LGBTQ’s final offensive in the early 2000s — our battle of the 

bulge, as it were — the second intifada was in full swing. That was 

when the colors of Palestine started to become fully interspersed 

with the rainbow. Since then, the two have been as inseparable 

on the streets of New York, London, and Paris as they are mutu-

ally exclusive in Gaza City and Ramallah. At every march in every 

Western town square, Ls, Gs, Bs, Ts, and Qs bow at the altar of P. 

That the LGBTQ community seems on the cusp of acquiring a 

new letter that has nothing to do with gender or sexuality is itself 

a curious absurdity that has little to do with the content of the 

P cause and far more to do with its placement on the margins of 

American politics, where we all met. Having come into its own 

on the sociopolitical margins, the LGBTQ community still sees 

that place as its home. This situated political “knowledge” has 

now become irreconcilable with a happy political fact: While the 

LGBTQ community stays on the margins, its cause now sits firmly 

at the political center. As of 2019, Gallup notes that 74 percent of 

Americans are willing to vote for a gay presidential candidate, an 

exact flip of the percentage from four decades ago. And yet the 

LGBTQ community has never been able to shed marginalization 

as a fundamental feature of its political identity. Suffering from 

At every march in every Western town square, 

Ls, Gs, Bs, Ts, and Qs bow at the altar of P. 
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a case of arrested political development, it is perennially drawn 

toward other movements that will reaffirm that identity. How else 

can the community hold onto its psychological political home 

on the edge after it has already launched itself into the center? 

It insists on its continued marginalization by allying with other 

marginal movements, regardless of that movement’s actual values: 

homophobia, misogyny, and so on. The blue-haired watermelons 

will say that their alignment with Hamas’s “freedom fighters” is 

a matter of moral political conscience. It is in fact a matter of 

subconscious political pathology. The supposed alliance of values 

is actually a display of psychological and emotional stuntedness. 

Similar to a rageful extended adolescent who can’t get out of his 

parents’ house, it is a community-wide failure to launch.

The shift in the language of gay politics, from “gay and lesbian,” 

denoting a basic sexual preference, to “queer,” denoting strangeness, 

illustrates the community’s subconscious preference for the marginal 

and non-mainstream. To quote the queer theorist David Halperin, 

“Queer theory proper is often abstracted from the quotidian reali-

ties of lesbian and gay male life.” This is how queers find themselves 

marching with those who would destroy the West and the very ideals 

that made their sexual liberation possible — marching on the same 

streets where they gained their freedom, no less. (And it is why, if 

you must know, the first woman I fell in love with idolized terrorist  

collaborator Frantz Fanon as though he were Atticus Finch.)

Couple all of this with the “postcolonial” framework that has taken 

root in university humanities departments, where many budding 

gays end up after leaving home, and you can easily see how today’s 

queers were psychologically and intellectually primed for Palestine.



So here is my provocatively and somewhat ironically phrased pro-

posal: We in the LGBTQ community need to be less progressive 

and more regressive.
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What do I mean by that? We need to regress to our original 

cause: the global expansion of gay rights. But this time, we need 

to fight from our well-earned place in the political center. Our 

psychological fixation on the political margins has become det-

rimental to our cause because it has resulted in our allyship with 

movements that don’t share it. 

In 2021, President Biden issued a presidential memorandum 

directing departments and agencies to take action “to advance the 

human rights of LGBTQI+ persons around the world.” Particular 

focus was devoted to five pillars:

1)	 Combat Criminalization of LGBTQI+ Status or Conduct 

Abroad

2)	 Protect Vulnerable LGBTQI+ Refugees and Asylum Seekers

3)	 Foreign Assistance to Protect Human Rights and Advance 

Non-Discrimination

4)	 Swift and Meaningful Responses to Human Rights Abuses 

of LGBTQI+ Persons Abroad

5)	 Build Coalitions of Like-Minded Nations and Engage Inter-

national Organizations in the Fight Against LGBTQI+ Dis-

crimination

The fifth and final pillar is a good reflection of the state of 

global gay affairs. After a half century of painstaking activism 

inside Western democracies, the gay community has made itself 

a foreign policy priority of those very democracies. The nations 

of the West today judge one another and others on the basis of 

how well they treat their LGBTQ citizens. This is a monumen-

tal political achievement and one we should recognize with pride. 

(Recent actions by the Trump administration have shaken this 

accomplishment; we will see how they play out.)

If I may be so bold, we, members of the global LGBTQ com-

munity, should judge and accept allies on the basis of these exact 

same pillars. If a national political movement wants our help, 

our bodies on the street, they need to demonstrate their own 
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nation’s commitment to these principles. Our political constit-

uency is the same as it’s always been: the global gay family. You 

want us to walk for Palestine? Show us what Palestine is doing 

for our brothers and sisters on its own streets. Our political  

allyship isn’t free. It requires a commitment to the safety of those 

whom we have always represented: the frightened, the impris-

oned, the closeted whose love remains illegal all over the world. 

Asserting this is an act of political self-respect and responsibility 

to our cause. It’s a demonstration of a social movement that has 

reached political maturity. The Free Palestine movement needs 

the gay movement more than we need them. They should know 

that, and so should we.

Applying this principle to Israel and the global Jewish commu-

nity is also a source of pride. It’s no coincidence that the boldest, 

foremost voices in combating antisemitism and anti-Zionism 

in the past decade have been Jewish gay and lesbian men and 

women. Many years before October 7, the visible voices for Jews 

and for Zionism included myself, Ben M. Freeman, Bari Weiss, 

Hen Mazzig, Shai DeLuca, Blake Flayton, and Matthew Nouriel, 

to name a few. We knew before many others what was coming on 

the Left because we had experienced the hostility and the expul-

sion from our microcosms first: The LGBTQ family discarded us 

The nations of the West today judge one 

another and others on the basis of how well 

they treat their LGBTQ citizens. This is a 

monumental political achievement and one we 

should recognize with pride. 
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in favor of those who would imprison them. For the same reason 

that we built our gay communities, we built a space for Zionists in 

order to survive and thrive. We carved out that new space from the 

ground up. We channeled our pain into reconstruction. 

Slowly but surely others joined us, including LGBTQ men and 

women who are not Jewish but were cast out of their puritanical 

circles. They include Yemeni Muslim advocate Luai Ahmed, and 

black American media personality Xaviaer DuRousseau. Were the 

LGBTQ community to take its political responsibility to these  

people seriously, they would see the Israel that we see: a flawed but 

durable liberal democracy on whose streets our gay kin fought and 

won the same way we did. They would see that even Israel’s Orthodox 

have made space for us, as Orit Avishai chronicles with admirable 

nuance in her book Queer Judaism: LGBT Activism and the Remak-

ing of Jewish Orthodoxy in Israel. They would see Israel as a locus of 

LGBTQ triumph, where the hard work of queer liberation has been 

done and continues to be done, a feather in the global LGBTQ cap. 

And perhaps they’d exhibit the same political clarity and situated 

knowledge as transgender model Madeleine Matar recently did on 

a podcast. “I am Palestinian as well as Israeli,” she said. “The real-

ity is that I have an Israeli passport. I live in the State of Israel. I 

have Israeli rights. The state gives me my rights as a female. Arab 

countries do not give you these rights.” The time is long overdue for 

the LGBTQ community to remember that Matar is one of them, 

not despite her views on Israel, but in alignment with them. People 

ask me how we can make Zionism compatible with LGBTQs. What?  

It already is!

LGBTQ Jews are already at the forefront of Israel. The irony 

of global LGBTQ anti-Zionism is that they should be taking their 

cue from the LGBTQ community’s success in Israel, a profoundly 

religious and traditional society that has learned to protect and 

value its queer community. This is the country that gave us Dana 

International (the stage name of singer Sharon Cohen), the first-ever 

transgender Eurovision contestant and champion. Viva la Diva! We 
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have every qualification to be the LGBTQ leaders of the free world. 

Let’s remind them who they are by being louder, prouder, and so 

fabulous it would be politically ridiculous to exclude us. Let’s be so 

successful at it that the LGBTQs will be begging for a float at the 

Israel Day parade.

This is not to say there isn’t more work to be done within. The 

time is also long overdue for the State of Israel and Jews in the 

Diaspora to recognize the LGBTQ leaders who have guided the rest 

of our community through these dark years. Without such basic 

recognition, we are denied the authoritative stature that our loud-

est trolling enemies have when they accuse living and breathing 

LGBTQ citizens around the world of “pinkwashing” the nation we 

love and that loves us. They should be made to feel embarrassed 

by the factual incongruity of their verbal assaults, and the organi-

zations that regularly platform and promote these enemies should 

hold them to account, including the trolls who claim credibility 

on account of being Jewish (looking at you, Matt Bernstein — the 

makeup artist and anti-Israel influencer). If we have any chance in 

hell of reversing the damage done to the LGBTQ world, the Jewish 

community must first and foremost make aspirational rock stars of 

its own LGBTQ leaders before proceeding to tell our stories. They 

should be investing in Israeli gay talent. There’s no reason why 

Israel can’t pioneer the future of the LGBTQ media landscape, lead 

the fight against discrimination, campaign for gay rights across the 

world, and produce trendsetting pop culture. 

And the stories we tell must be full ones, for we are not just 

Jews. We are not just Zionists. If Israel is the haven for LGBTQ 

in the Middle East, and Tel Aviv is one of the best gay metropo-

lises on the planet, with the biggest Pride festival in the Middle 

East and continental Asia, we must invest in our own lifeblood. 

Forget teaching the legendary accomplishments of Zionism to our 

LGBTQ family. They’re not ready for that success story. Change 

the focus from how to undo the harm caused by the Free Pales-

tine movement to fighting for our endangered LGBTQ brethren 
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throughout the world, including Palestine. We need to renew our 

focus on the rainbow. 

The lesson of our movement rings true: The cure to hate-fueled 

political shame is everlasting political pride.

To read and share 
this article online, 

scan the QR code.
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sr ael  stands today at a consequential 

crossroads, situated in its third founding 

moment. History teaches us that coun-

tries are not formed once; they are formed  

cyclically upon the eventual decay and 

expiration of a once-powerful political idea. 

We must look to examples such as Ronald  

Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Deng Xiaoping, all of whom refounded 

their respective polities with a bold and assertive vision, while noting 

the failure of the Soviet Union to introduce such reinvention and its 

subsequent collapse. When we look at the magnitude of the challenges 

facing Israel today — domestically and geopolitically — the years 1948 

and 1985 should come to mind. Those years, which served as dual 

founding moments for the Jewish state, saw Israel chart its political 

and economic course for the decades that followed. 

Will 2026 be Israel’s third founding?

To understand where we must go, we must first understand the 

distinct nature of these previous turning points.

In 1948, the core of the founding moment was physical sover-
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eignty: the triumph of Jewish self-determination after millennia of 

Diaspora. The War of Independence was a struggle for sheer exis-

tence. Israel’s second founding, in 1985, was noticeably different. 

Facing hyperinflation that reached around 450 percent, the Israeli 

government introduced a major economic-stabilization plan. The 

plan included severe budget cuts, wage and price controls, and 

a significant devaluation of the shekel, which helped curb infla-

tion and transition the country to a more capitalist economy. The 

Israeli new shekel (NIS) was introduced in September and became 

the country’s official currency in January 1986.

Now, in the aftermath of October 7, Israel is at the cusp of its 

third founding moment. The challenge this time is quite different 

from those of the past foundings. The political framework that 

has governed the Israeli polity since 1985 — its geopolitical pos-

ture, its social contract, and the national narrative — has decayed. 

Without a thorough redefinition, the current framework will fail. 

The task before us is more than the work of repair. We must ask 

not only how we may secure Israel’s survival through continued incre-

mental changes, but how we must position it to thrive and to renew its 

strategic, civic, and moral foundation for at least a generation ahead. 

For the “Founding Grandchildren” who choose to carry this 

burden of reinvention in Israel, there is a dimension beyond the 

traditional arenas of geopolitics and economics. This dimension is 

the heart of our argument: In an era of geopolitical fragmentation 

and realignment, a nation’s weight is no longer measured solely by 

army size, demography, or territory. What matters equally, if not 

more, is technological indispensability and the ability to generate 

globally significant innovation.



The example of Taiwan — a small, vulnerable island nation in a 

volatile region, with a contested past and a global role today — is 

perhaps the clearest illustration of this shift. Taiwan’s dominance in 
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semiconductor fabrication has, at least for the time being, secured 

its geopolitical survival. The world’s most powerful nations have 

a deep interest in Taiwan’s stability and sovereignty; this helps to 

deter China from annexing the small island. Taiwan’s innovation 

has provided its citizens a shield, not of steel but of silicon.

Israel needs a corresponding strategy. We call this strategy the 

Silicon Dome, a set of industrial technologies that will embed 

Israel as an indispensable partner for other nations. Taiwan also 

offers a cautionary tale that Israel must internalize. Its own sili-

con shield, once thought impenetrable, is showing cracks. Under 

sustained pressure from Washington, Taiwan Semiconductor  

Manufacturing Company (TSMC), the cornerstone of Taiwan’s sta-

tus as an indispensable nation, has committed to a staggering $165 

billion investment in the United States — billed by the chipmaker 

as the single largest direct foreign investment in U.S. history. TSMC 

has also been expanding production to Japan and Germany. The 

implications are profound: What happens to Taiwan once that sili-

con shield is redistributed across the globe?

For Israel, the Taiwan case study proves that a small nation 

can punch far above its geopolitical weight through technological 

indispensability. But it also demonstrates that such indispens-

ability must be constantly renewed and strategically defended. A 

shield that can be replicated elsewhere eventually loses its protec-

tive power. Therefore, Israel cannot build its Silicon Dome using 

technologies that can be easily transferred or outsourced. It must 

anchor its indispensability in domains where its unique ecosystem 

provides an irreplaceable advantage. 



Israel’s investment in R&D stands at approximately 5.6 percent 

of its gross domestic product, making it No. 1 in the world in this 

all-important measure. It boasts more unicorns — independent 

start-ups valued at $1 billion or more — per capita than any other 
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country. It is among a handful of countries to have designed, built, 

and launched satellites into space. (Notably, it’s the only one to 

have done so westward, against the direction of Earth’s rotation, 

to prevent failed launches from falling into enemy hands.) It was 

among the first to deploy and operate unmanned aerial vehicles in 

both tactical and strategic operations as early as the 1970s, when 

such technology was top-secret.

This high performance in technological innovation was not an 

accident. It emerged from what can be called Israel’s triple helix: 

the defense establishment, the academic system, and the entrepre-

neurial sector. The Israeli Defense Forces are not merely a national 

conscription mechanism; they are, functionally, a sovereign elite 

research university. Units such as 8200, Talpiot, and Unit 81 teach 

a cadre of university-age Israelis every year; the training provides 

them with advanced proficiency in machine learning, cryptography, 

systems architecture, and algorithmic reasoning, each student hav-

ing led multidisciplinary teams under real-world pressure.

In academia, Israeli universities are not only intellectual  

reservoirs but also sovereign engines of commercialization. Stra-

tegic arms such as Yissum (Hebrew University), Ramot (Tel Aviv 

University), and YEDA (Weizmann Institute) have global reach.  

Collectively, these institutions have generated tens of thousands 

of patents ranging from pharma to quantum computing and have 

spawned hundreds of spin-off companies, which are effectively the 

The Silicon Dome is not a substitute 

for the Iron Dome; it is its complement. 

Where Iron Dome intercepts rockets, 

Silicon Dome intercepts irrelevance.
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third strand, along with thousands of other private start-up firms. 

This triple-helix architecture worked marvelously during the 

first quarter of the 21st century, making Israel one of the wealthiest 

nations on the globe in GDP per capita. But it was forged in an era 

when software could be built and replicated quickly, when geopolit-

ical integration seemed steady, and when the frontier of technology 

was accessible through improvisation. That era is ending. 

The next wave of technologies will be capital- and talent- 

intensive, and infrastructure-heavy. They will demand long horizons, 

deep interdisciplinary teams, and state-level orchestration. The ad 

hoc convergence of army, academy, and entrepreneurs might no lon-

ger be enough. Unlike Taiwan, Israel cannot afford to outsource its 

national security to alliances alone; our doctrine remains clear: We 

must be able to defend ourselves, by ourselves. The Silicon Dome is 

not a substitute for the Iron Dome; it is its complement. Where Iron 

Dome intercepts rockets, Silicon Dome intercepts irrelevance.

The urgency of this Silicon Dome was underscored by the release 

of the latest U.S. National Security Strategy document in Decem-

ber 2025. The White House explicitly identified three specific 

domains — AI, biotech, and quantum computing — as “core, vital 

national interests” that will “drive the world forward.” The strat-

egy was given tangible expression in the Department of State’s Pax 

Silica initiative in global defense technology with the Netherlands, 

the United Kingdom, Israel, the United Arab Emirates, Japan, 

South Korea, Singapore, and Australia, all of whom “recognize that 

a reliable supply chain is indispensable to our mutual economic 

security.” The message from Washington is clear: These are new 

frontiers where the United States is not leading as decisively as it 

should. Therefore, it will prioritize partnerships with nations that 

can help it maintain dominance in those areas.



To address the growing challenges of our volatile reality — from 
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climate instability to fragile digital infrastructures — Israel must 

assert leadership in six revolutionary fields, coined MARQSS:

Materials science: This is the quiet foundation of every tech-

nological revolution. New alloys, advanced silicon and carbon 

compounds, and nanostructures unlock advances in energy 

storage, aerospace, computing, and defense. The Netherlands 

became indispensable through advanced semiconductor materi-

als lithography (ASML), a company based there, and its mastery 

of the lithography machine; similarly, any country that holds key 

patents and manufacturing know-how in next-generation materi-

als controls the starting block of future industries.

Artificial intelligence: AI is becoming a general-purpose technol-

ogy like electricity, permeating every industry from health care to 

national security. While the United States and China build the 

dominant compute infrastructure, the real opportunity for Israel 

lies in control over models, data, and deployment at scale.

Robotics: This field merges intelligence with physical action, 

covering everything from warehouse automation to surgical sys-

tems and autonomous defense swarms. While other nations build 

hardware, Israel already excels in developing the cognitive and 

perceptual systems that provide the “minds” for robotics.

Quantum computing: Quantum promises breakthroughs in 

materials, finance, logistics, and cryptography. However, hardware 

remains fragile and capital-intensive, and the direct race is led by 

the United States and China. Israel has chosen a leverage point that 

fits its scale: companies that build the control planes, compilers, and 

orchestration frameworks that make quantum processors usable.

Synthetic biology: This field turns organisms into programma-

ble platforms, with the potential to produce sustainable food, new 

therapeutics, clean energy, and climate-resilient agriculture. As 

supply chains are weaponized and food systems stressed, a nation 

that can design biology for global needs becomes a partner the 

world cannot ignore.

Space: Space enables strategic advantage and technological 
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leadership beyond Earth. Israel is one of a select few nations 

capable of independently designing, launching, and operating its 

satellites. The Ofek satellite program, including the recent Ofek 

19 with advanced synthetic aperture radar, provides persistent, 

high-resolution intelligence that secures regional power.

While Israel does not start from scratch in these fields, it falls 

short in scale and ambition. The Israeli deep-tech ecosystem has 

attracted more than $28 billion in investments since 2019. Yet the 

uncomfortable truth is that public investment in frontier technol-

ogies remains modest compared with the size of the challenge and 

the spending of rivals, most immediately the Gulf states.

The Israel Innovation Authority’s annual budget (including 

grants) stands at approximately NIS 2 billion (roughly $600 mil-

lion), a figure that has not been substantially raised in the last 

decade; Globes magazine described it in 2024 as a “marginal  

organization on the overall investment landscape.” The percent-

age of R&D funding in Israel that comes from the government is 

the lowest in the OECD. We’re getting better, but not fast enough. 

Israel’s new national AI program was recently set up with an R&D 

budget of more than $130 million, a serious commitment that none-

theless pales in comparison to the tens of billions being deployed 

by the United States, China, and the Gulf states. The private sector 

cannot carry this burden alone; the shift to deep tech requires the 

state to act as a strategic orchestrator and risk-taker.

And as Israel debates public investment in emerging technolo-

gies, a new competitor is emerging. The Gulf Cooperation Council  

states, led by Saudi Arabia and the UAE, are deploying sovereign 

wealth to position themselves as global innovation hubs. Under 

Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia has allocated more than $100 billion to 

technology investments, while King Abdullah University of Science 

and Technology (KAUST) was opened with a $10 billion endow-

ment. At a single conference in February 2025, Riyadh announced 

$14.9 billion in AI and digital-infrastructure investments. The 

UAE is pursuing a parallel strategy with massive blockchain 
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projects and entities such as the AI development company G42.

These states possess resources Israel cannot replicate: virtu-

ally unlimited capital, abundant energy from oil for data centers, 

and a large landmass. However, they face structural limitations: 

a severe shortage of skilled technical talent and an educational 

system misaligned with industry needs. They lack the indigenous 

innovation ecosystem that emerges from decades of cultivating an 

entrepreneurial culture.

For Israel, the rise of the Gulf states presents a paradox. They 

are regional competitors, yet the Abraham Accords have opened 

up unprecedented opportunities for cooperation. The 2025 U.S. 

National Security Strategy document reinforces this path, since it 

views the Middle East as a “place of partnership, friendship, and 

investment.” With the United States seeking to expand the Abra-

ham Accords, a tech-centric alliance between Israel and the Gulf 

would be a strategic asset to Washington. Israel might recognize the 

UAE and Saudi Arabia as potential infrastructure partners. A stra-

tegic approach could see Israeli innovation running on Gulf-funded 

compute infrastructure, accessing capital and markets while Gulf 

states gain access to technologies they cannot develop domestically. 

But Israel must ensure that collaboration does not become depen-

dency, avoiding the technology transfer that has weakened Taiwan. 

The MARQSS strategy must focus on domains where Israel’s unique 

ecosystem provides an irreplaceable advantage: the cognitive layers, 

algorithms, and bio-designs that cannot simply be purchased.

To address this challenge, Israel has a secret weapon:  Jewish 

people all around the world. In a world where talent trumps terri-

tory, Israel and the Jewish people enjoy a unique advantage. Jews 

are about 0.2 percent of the world’s population yet have accounted 

for more than 20 percent of Nobel laureates in the sciences. From 

the discovery of DNA’s double-helix structure to the development 

of algorithms powering Google, Jewish ingenuity has been a dis-

proportionate driver of modernity.

This advantage is currently being recognized by the market. By 
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2026, Nvidia is on track to surpass Intel as the largest private high-

tech employer in Israel, seeking to hire hundreds of new Israeli 

personnel, a recruitment effort equal to its search across the rest 

of the world combined, excluding the United States and Taiwan. 

This signal is echoed by the personal decision of individuals such 

as Ilya Sutskever, co-founder of OpenAI, to base his next trans-

formative venture in Israel. This is not a return to a refuge but an 

arrival at the premier platform for global innovation.

Consequently, building the Silicon Dome should be not only 

an Israeli national project but also a mission for the entire Jew-

ish world. For decades, the relationship between the Diaspora and 

Israel has been framed primarily through philanthropy, political 

advocacy, or trauma solidarity. Now, a new paradigm is urgently 

needed: a partnership of co-creation.

The resources to achieve this are staggering. The North Amer-

ican Jewish community holds a position of profound influence, 

steering firms that manage trillions of dollars and overseeing 

foundations with tens of billions in endowments. This financial 

capital is matched by intellectual capital in elite universities and 

venture firms. What is required is a new vehicle for this engage-

ment: not just a Birthright trip, but a “Birthright Laboratory.” Not 

just fundraising galas for memory, but groundbreaking scientific 

fellowships for future-making.

Consider the following policy proposal: Israel dedicates an addi-

tional 1 percent of its GDP (roughly $5 billion) to fund dozens of 

world-class research laboratories in each of the MARQSS domains. 

This amount — a fraction of the annual defense budget — could 

be partially funded or even matched by private equity, venture 

capital, or philanthropy, both in Israel and the Diaspora to double 

the impact. These labs would be designed to attract the world’s 

most brilliant minds to a mission rooted in scientific excellence.

The labs would not be ivory towers. They would be engines of 

policy, economy, and security. Their impact would radiate out-

ward, cementing Israel’s role as a partner in global regeneration. 
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Imagine a materials lab in the Negev developing atmospheric 

water-harvesting technology to combat desertification in Africa; a 

robotics lab in Tel Aviv creating affordable remote surgical systems 

for rural Asia; and a synthetic biology lab in Jerusalem designing 

self-fertilizing crops to restore depleted soil in Europe. This is the 

vision: an Israel that is not only a start-up nation, but a level-up 

nation for the entire world.



Israel’s first founding moment gave Jews a state. The second gave 

that state a modern economy. The third must give it leverage.

The Silicon Dome is a proposal for how Israel can serve the 

world while securing itself. It answers Washington’s strategic call 

for allies to “stand on their own feet,” and it shows how relations 

between Israel and the Diaspora can be reconstituted as a partner-

ship of scientific co-creation, sending a clear signal to friends and 

rivals alike that the Jewish state is an indispensable part of civili-

zation’s future. But the window for action is narrowing. Taiwan’s 

silicon shield is being redistributed; the Gulf states are deploying 

sovereign wealth at scales Israel cannot match; and China and the 

United States are engaged in a technological cold war that will 

reshape global power structures.

In this environment, incrementalism is not caution, it is a risk. 

The absence of a transformational strategy is itself a strategic 

choice, one that silently accepts gradual marginalization. The Sili-

con Dome offers a different path. It recognizes that Israel’s greatest 

asset is not its territory or military hardware, but the minds of the 

people who love it.

To read and share 
this article online, 

scan the QR code.
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onstitutions  are often created 

around the time a state is born. Israel 

missed that opportunity in 1948. Instead, 

another inspiring and foundational doc-

ument was adopted — the Declaration 

of Independence — a secular sacred text 

in the eyes of most Israelis. Yet it doesn’t 

carry the force of law and lacks the core components that char-

acterize national constitutions. Today, Israel is an almost singular 

international exception: a democracy without a constitution.

The absence of a constitution carries significant implications. 

Just as the exodus from Egypt was a hurried flight from slav-

ery to freedom, so too was the Jewish people’s return from exile 

to statehood. Herzl’s Judenstaat became Ben-Gurion’s medina 

yehudit (Jewish state) in the blink of a historical eye — about 50 

years. Political Zionism managed to build governing institutions, 

ensure security, stabilize the economy, make the desert bloom, 

yedidia stern
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and ingather exiles. Yet it failed to lay all this on the solid foun-

dation of broad social agreements regarding identity, values, and 

the institutions of governance — in effect, the “regime” — that 

are the core elements of any constitution. 

In retrospect, this is understandable: Jews had no recent politi-

cal experience in establishing and running a state. For nearly 2,000 

years, Jews lived as a dispersed minority under the rule of others. 

Time was needed for the experiential maturation required to inter-

nalize what it means to have a Jewish state and to concretize that 

idea into a binding constitution.

In its early decades, even without a constitution, Israel func-

tioned as a consensual democracy, operating through cooperation 

among its diverse sectors to achieve national goals. This came at 

a cost, such as the melting-pot policy that suppressed the distinc-

tive voices of diverse cultural, geographic, linguistic, and religious 

backgrounds. But success was recorded in the test of results — and 

the results, on the whole, were good. 



In recent decades, however, Israel has shifted from consensual 

democracy to crisis democracy. Public discourse has become obses-

sively focused on identity disputes among Israelis, degenerating 

into constant power struggles. And unlike in other countries, Israel 

conducts these struggles without a constitutional compass — that 

is, without any principled or practical limits on conduct in the pub-

lic sphere. How can a constitution help stabilize Israeli democracy?

The Governmental Level

In the absence of a constitution, the powers of the three branches 

of government and the checks and balances between them can 

be easily altered by a simple Knesset majority. Over the years, 

the Knesset has legislated some of these issues as “Basic Laws” 
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intended to serve as chapters of an eventual Israeli constitution. 

But these, too, can be amended, even overridden, by a simple par-

liamentary majority and, as a result, undergo frequent changes. 

In the past decade alone, the number of amendments to Israel’s 

Basic Laws has exceeded the total number of amendments to 

the U.S. Constitution. The fragility of Israel’s system of govern-

ment tempted the current coalition to declare a sweeping judicial 

reform, which many Israelis perceived as a regime revolution that 

could undermine the democratic character of the state.

In a reality where an election winner can change the rules of 

the democratic game to suit his coalition’s immediate political 

interests, Israeli governance stands on shifting sands. The result 

is instability in public life, severe clashes between the branches of 

government, erosion of public trust in institutions, and deepening 

social polarization that resembles a cold civil war. A constitution is 

needed to set the rules of the game. These rules must be entrenched 

so that changing them requires broad consensus. They would pro-

vide a safety net that enables ideological disputes to be managed 

within an agreed framework — a safe harbor for Israel’s democracy.

The aspiration to stabilize democracy may be fulfilled by a 

“thin constitution” that will regulate only the particulars of gover-

nance and will not deal with fundamental values-based questions 

such as a bill of human rights, the interplay of religion and state, 

or relations between the country’s national majority and minority 

populations. The thinness of the constitution is required to enable 

broad public consensus on the contents of its text. This is possible, 

despite the ongoing culture war, since all political actors operate, 

to borrow a phrase from John Rawls, “behind a veil of ignorance.” 

There is no telling which camp will be charged with forming the 

next governing coalition or the one after that. Fair and effective 

rules — under which the winner does not take all and the loser is 

not trampled — provide a necessary safety net for all.

According to a December 2025 poll by the Jewish People Policy 

Institute (JPPI), most Israelis believe that internal tensions pose 
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a greater danger to the country’s future than do external security 

threats. A thin constitution is an ambitious attempt to reduce the 

hazards arising from internal conflict — not by settling it but by 

reaching an agreed-upon arrangement for managing civic conduct 

under conditions of deep disagreement. With this in mind, JPPI is 

currently working on a detailed proposal for a thin constitution to 

be submitted to whoever forms Israel’s next government.

The Symbolic and Educational Level

A thin constitution is an urgent, vital treatment. It’s not a cure. It 

would stabilize the patient, as doctors do in an emergency room, 

allowing state and society to move toward a more ambitious thera-

peutic process: the establishment of a full constitution.

A full constitution would articulate and codify a political imagi-

nation shared by the vast majority of Israelis — a vision that would 

enable them to feel always at home in Israel, now and in gener-

ations to come, despite cultural, religious, political, and ethnic 

diversity. A full constitution would forge, alongside the covenant of 

fate imposed on Israelis by enemies, a covenant of destiny chosen 

of their own volition. But is this within the realm of possibility?

A thin constitution is an urgent, vital 

treatment. It’s not a cure. It would stabilize 

the patient, as doctors do in an emergency 

room, allowing state and society to move 

toward a more ambitious therapeutic process: 

the establishment of a full constitution.
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Today, the tension between the two components of Israel’s 

self-definition as a Jewish and democratic state has become a tug-

of-war among identity groups. At the extremes, some (parts of 

the ultra-Orthodox Jewish public) reject the democratic element, 

while others (some non-Jewish Israelis) reject the Jewish element. 

But even the broad Israeli mainstream, which supports the dual 

definition, tussles over how to balance its elements and is gener-

ally divided about the universal and particular aspects of national 

life. This reflects the fact that Israeli society is still in its national 

adolescence: wrestling with identity, battling inner demons, and 

struggling to agree on its core values. In a sense, Israel is like a 

77-year-old behaving like a 17-year-old.

Against this backdrop, it’s worth asking whether a full constitu-

tion can heal rifts and bridge cultural divides. Every constitution 

has inherent limitations stemming from its legal nature (which 

replaces open-ended discourse with binding decisions) and from 

its presumptuousness (as the founding generation seeks to impose 

its preferences on future generations). It may even turn out to be a 

double-edged sword, since it grants power to its interpreter — and 

who can guarantee what the motives and interests of future inter-

preters will be?

Nevertheless, despite such risks, Israel would do well to strive 

for a full constitution in the foreseeable future. A constitution has 

Israeli society is still in its national adolescence: 

wrestling with identity, battling inner demons, 

and struggling to agree on its core values. 

In a sense, Israel is like a 77-year-old behaving 

like a 17-year-old.
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tremendous educational and symbolic value, defining the collec-

tive credo of the society it regulates. It is the mine from which a 

nation extracts its meaning for generations down the line. It deter-

mines the boundaries of the possible and shapes the depths of the 

personal and collective consciousness of its citizens.

The Values Level

Which social agreements should shape the Israeli credo? Which 

values should be promoted, and which should be rejected? 

As mentioned, Israelis are deeply divided over these questions. 

Given this division, the Israeli constitution should delineate an 

open normative and conceptual framework — “a sphere of con-

stitutional legitimacy” —  that provides sufficient space for future 

generations to choose the specific value preferences that seem 

right to them in Israel’s continuing journey toward maturity. But 

it must also rule out completely the possibility of choosing the 

extremist ideas that threaten Israel today.

If this is done, Israel will be able to regain its social balance. The 

menacing specter lurking in the Jewish collective memory — the 

destruction of the Temple brought about by internal strife — will 

be laid to rest.

Here are some precepts that could serve as a basis for a future 

constitutional framework:

On the identity level, the constitutional protection of demo-

cratic statehood would weaken existing antidemocratic tendencies 

in Israel rooted in religion, nationality, or vested interests. At the 

same time, the constitutional entrenchment of Jewish statehood 

would safeguard against both internal opposition (arising from 

extreme progressive ideologies, identity crises, or demographic anx-

ieties) and external attacks (rooted in delegitimization of Zionism, 

the Palestinian “right of return” demands, or global homogenizing 

forces that seek to erase cultural and national uniqueness).

On the national level, the constitution should guarantee the 
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individual human rights of Israel’s Arab minority while also 

instilling awareness that the state has a Jewish national iden-

tity and all that implies for the character of the public domain. 

Extremes — from Jewish Kahanism on one side to Arab autonomy 

movements on the other — should be rejected outright.

On the religious level, the constitution should clarify that there 

is no place for religious coercion, even if the political power of 

religious and ultra-Orthodox groups grows. At the same time, it 

should ensure that no “secular revolution” could infringe on free-

dom of religion and worship. The place of religion in the state 

would be both limited and defined.

Regarding human rights, Israel’s current law permits a simple 

Knesset majority to easily constrain freedom of expression, equal-

ity, or the right to education. In this respect, Israel dramatically 

lags behind the world’s other democracies. It is shameful that the 

nation-state of the Jewish people, whose thought and heritage helped 

inspire the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, remains nearly 

alone without such a charter. A full constitution must correct this.



Twenty years ago, I was among the youngest participants in the 

effort to draft a “Constitution by Consensus” under the late 

Supreme Court Chief Justice Meir Shamgar. At the time, I wrote a 

personal credo that began with these words:

Sovereign Jewish existence, a rarity in human history, is the fun-

damental experience of my life. For me, the State of Israel is 

not merely a socio-political framework that allows convenient 

organization — security, social, economic, or otherwise — of a 

national collective. It is a primary element of my identity, a vital 

expression of my Judaism, of my being, of who I am. . . . With a 

keen historical sense — aware of the exile of past generations, 

their deprivation, and the Holocaust of the last century — I 
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consider myself extraordinarily fortunate to have been born 

into this state. And as great as the privilege is, so too is the 

responsibility. Against this backdrop, participation in drafting 

Israel’s constitution is, for me, a task of the utmost importance.

That effort, like many others over the years, failed. Yet events 

have proved that it remains as necessary as ever — indeed, even 

more. A covenantal people require a covenant with destiny to 

ensure their survival and prosperity in their own land.
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ake a visit to Terminal 3 at Ben- 

Gurion Airport on any given day, and 

you’ll see them. They’re easy to spot 

among tourists and vacationers, corral-

ling their families while schlepping far 

too many suitcases for a short holiday. 

Their facial expressions exhibit a mix of 

excitement and worry. Doctors worn down to the bone, software 

engineers anxious about the future of the industry, and researchers 

who find a more suitable outlet for their skills overseas. They are, 

collectively, Israel’s “brain drain” — a term that sounds academic 

and distant but in practice represents the quietest and most dan-

gerous hemorrhage taking place in the State of Israel.

Their decision to leave, or not to return after what was intended 

as a two- to three-year sojourn, does not happen overnight, and it’s 

not accompanied by front-page headlines. It happens in quiet Fri-

day-night living-room conversations, in parents’ WhatsApp groups, 

and in hesitant LinkedIn posts announcing a “new beginning.” If 

yarom ariav
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emigration from Israel was once considered a taboo — or at least 

a step taken quietly and with a certain sense of shame — in recent 

decades, and especially since the judicial-reform protests in 2023 

and the beginning of the war, it has become a legitimate and even 

desirable option among broad segments of Israeli society. 

These segments are not random. A study published in 2007 

showed that educated Israelis were two-and-a-half times more 

likely to emigrate than those without a bachelor’s degree. And 

data from 2025 show that the higher one’s education level, the 

higher the likelihood of emigration, with 11.9 percent of Israeli 

Ph.D. graduates living abroad for three years or more. These are 

precisely the segments of the population that contribute the most 

to the economy. Israel can’t afford to lose them.

Why is Israel losing them, and how can it get them back?



To start with the good news, Israel’s brain drain is a global vote of 

confidence in Israel’s higher education system. The large cohort of 

Israeli college graduates working abroad (54,778 of them in 2024) 

is a testament to their desirability on the international labor mar-

ket, which is today characterized by increasing flexibility, highly 

trained workers, and a technological orientation. The rapid growth 

of the information economy, the pace of technological change, and 

massive investments in research and development have generated 

global demand for workers with high-level technological and sci-

entific training. The global nature and international connectivity 

of academia on the one hand, and the high-tech industry on the 

other, enable broad and easy movement of engineers, scientists, 

and researchers between countries. This reality underlies the inter-

national competition among developed countries for knowledge, 

skills, and human capital. And Israelis are highly competitive and 

prized in this market.

The problem is that their absence from Israel’s economy means 
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that they are not contributing to it, and senior economists have 

long warned that this economy rests on an astonishingly narrow 

base of high-quality human capital. When a senior engineer, a 

brain surgeon, or an artificial intelligence researcher leaves Israel, 

she takes with her not only her purchasing power but also her  

talent and creativity, decades of state investment in education, 

and the potential to create additional jobs and attract foreign 

investment. Israel risks shifting from a growing and thriving 

economy to a stagnating one with low growth rates and declining  

standards of living. 

The medical sector may be the field in which the danger is most 

tangible and immediate. Israel’s health-care system suffers from 

a chronic shortage of physicians and has for many years largely 

relied on medical doctors educated or trained abroad. A significant 

portion of these physicians came from the former Soviet Union 

and are nearing or past the age of retirement. When hundreds of  

doctors — residents and specialists — submit applications for relo-

cation fellowships with no intention of returning, or they simply 

emigrate to countries such as Canada, Australia, and the United 

States, the shortage is exacerbated and the result immediate: longer 

waiting times, overcrowded emergency rooms, and declining qual-

ity of medical care for every Israeli citizen. Medical research is, of 

course, also harmed under these circumstances.

The Israeli economy is built on a “locomotive and railcars” 

model. The locomotive is the high-tech sector, advanced indus-

tries, and academic research. This sector constitutes a relatively 

small share of total employment (about 10 to 12 percent), yet it’s 

responsible for the lion’s share of economic growth, technological 

development and export, and state tax revenue. These sources 

of revenue are necessary to finance the state’s welfare services, 

security, education, and health-care systems. According to the 

Shoresh Institution for Socioeconomic Research, “In a country 

of 10 million people, 287,000 persons (roughly 3% of the popula-

tion) are key to Israel’s primary economic engine, are key to the 
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society’s healthcare, are key to maintaining Israel’s cutting-edge 

research and innovation capabilities.” 

Brain drain is not a one-time event; it is a self-reinforcing process 

that creates a negative vicious cycle. The initial damage to state 

revenues leads first to deficits and cuts to public services, education, 

and infrastructure, reducing quality of life and further encourag-

ing emigration of talented individuals with options elsewhere. 

Those leaving are often liberal and secular. Their departure alters  

Israel’s demographic and political balance, potentially accelerating 

extremist trends that further alienate the remaining population  

of innovators.

The “start-up nation” needs entrepreneurs. When founders reg-

ister companies in Delaware and manage them from New York or 

London, intellectual property, knowledge, and all their rich cultural 

accoutrement leave as well. Once these citizens leave, it’s very difficult 

to get them back. They set down roots in their new home.

If Israel loses its locomotive, the railcars will lie immobile and pre-

cipitate the loss of Israel’s comparative advantage. Israel is something 

of an economic miracle: a young, small country that since its found-

ing 77 years ago has faced immense security challenges and massive 

immigration absorption, a country largely devoid of significant natu-

ral resources (aside from natural gas in recent years), yet one that has 

developed a prosperous and growing economy with GDP per capita 

exceeding $50,000 per year. Israel built the core of its economic and 

security strength on its investment in brain power. The more of that 

brain power it loses, the weaker, poorer, and less secure it will be. 

Brain drain is not a one-time event; 

it is a self-reinforcing process that creates 

a negative vicious cycle. 
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

So how bad is it? 

In 2024, for the first time in many years, Israel recorded a clear 

negative migration balance of Israelis holding academic degrees 

from Israeli institutions. Forecasts for 2025–2026 anticipate a per-

sistently high negative balance, contingent on Israel’s economic 

and security stability.

The proportion of degree holders among those leaving has 

risen significantly and exceeds their proportion among return-

ees. According to Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), 

about 60 percent of those who left in 2023 had a bachelor’s 

degree, many of them adults ages 25 to 45: the age range of 

peak productivity. As reported in Ha’aretz, CBS found that 

“25.4 percent of recipients of Israeli doctorates in mathematics 

were living abroad. The numbers were 21.7 percent for computer 

science, 19.4 percent for genetics, 17.3 percent for microbiology, 

17 percent for physics and around 14 percent for chemistry, 

electrical engineering and biology.”

Reports from the Israel Innovation Authority point to the 

departure of thousands of senior high-tech employees and experts 

during 2023–2024, directly harming Israel’s innovation and 

growth capacity.

According to Shoresh data, no other country comes close to 

Israel in terms of the share of its population studying or working 

in U.S. academic institutions. Not only is net emigration of Israeli 

faculty and researchers increasing, but the higher the quality of the 

academic institution, the higher the emigration rate of its gradu-

ates. Emigration rates are highest among graduates of universities, 

followed by academic colleges, and then teacher-training colleges. 

The highest emigration rates are among university graduates in  

science and engineering.

It’s customary to divide migration drivers into “push factors” 

and “pull factors.” In the current Israeli case, push and pull  
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factors engage in a symbiotic dance, and lately the push factors 

have been leading.

1. Cost of living and housing: Until 2023, this was the major 

pull factor. Israel is among the most expensive countries in the 

world. Soaring housing prices have pushed the dream of home 

ownership out of reach for young couples, even when both work 

in high tech. Comparisons with other Western countries — where 

one can purchase a house with a garden for the price of a mod-

est three-room apartment in Israel’s periphery — constitute an 

enormous economic temptation. Israelis faced with attractive 

economic prospects abroad have often left Israel reluctantly, 

citing the inability to pass up the option of a more financially 

comfortable life.

2. Political and social instability and polarization: In 2023, the 

governmental attempt at judicial overhaul and the deep social 

rupture it created cracked the sense of belonging and personal 

security among many in the upper-middle class. The feeling that 

the unwritten social contract between citizen and state had been 

violated, and that Israel’s core values as a liberal democracy were 

at risk, pushed many to seek societies where liberal democracy was 

perceived as more secure from internal threats.

3. Security and prolonged war: The Iron Swords War following 

the October 7 attacks has compounded the push. Beyond physi-

cal danger, the war created extreme uncertainty about the future. 

Young families fear raising children amid sirens and constant 

insecurity. Lengthy and exhausting reserve duty, which severely 

affected both the self-employed and salaried workers, became for 

many the straw that broke the camel’s back.

4. Academia and research: Israeli researchers in particular face 

growing difficulties at home: shrinking research budgets, heavy 

teaching loads, and sometimes overt or covert academic boycotts 

by institutions abroad that complicate international collaboration 

while based in Israel. They are enticed abroad by the promise of 

greater academic freedom and generous budgets.
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

The central question is whether this process is irreversible. Israel 

has experienced emigration waves before — for instance, during 

the recession of the 1960s — and has always rebounded. This 

time, the challenge is more complex and not all of the factors are 

in Israel’s control alone.

For that reason, Israel must address, as thoroughly as it can, the 

factors within its control, beginning with an inconvenient truth: 

Israel’s brain drain poses as much of an existential threat to its 

future as any of its foreign enemies do. The crisis requires an emer-

gency action plan, before it’s too late.

Building and Revitalizing University Infrastructure

The plan needs to focus, first and foremost, on the basic, fun-

damental element of Israel’s locomotive engine: the academy. If 

Israel’s academic research infrastructure is made robust enough 

to compete with that of other countries, the industrial base for 

commercial enterprises will stay close to it. The current moment, 

with Israelis experiencing a hostile political climate abroad, may 

offer a window of opportunity to attract Israeli researchers back 

home and incentivize those already in Israel to stay. But creat-

ing the most attractive incentives to achieve this goal requires 

In 2024, for the first time in many years, 

Israel recorded a clear negative migration 

balance of Israelis holding academic degrees 

from Israeli institutions. 
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a keen understanding of the market for top research talent.

From a professional point of view, what every researcher values 

most is excellent research conditions — laboratories and equipment, 

access to research grants, and top-shelf research partners — that will 

facilitate their work at the highest level.

Israeli academic institutions face significant challenges when 

competing with the set of conditions that leading universities in the 

United States and Europe can offer: 

•	 Large research budgets 

•	 State-of-the-art laboratories

•	 High salaries

•	 Access to an international pool of gifted students and post-

doctoral fellows

•	 Prestigious academic appointments

At the same time, Israel’s universities have long punched above 

their weight. Before Israel was the economic powerhouse that it 

is today, it was already producing world-class research. Its univer-

sities were the toast of the Mediterranean despite their relatively 

modest budgets in an agricultural economy. Now that Israel has a 

modern economy, it must reinvest its substantial state resources 

into the production of advanced labs, ample funding for research 

initiatives, and, yes, salaries that can compete with those abroad. 

And the funding for these initiatives needn’t come entirely from 

the state. At a time when Jewish donors are rethinking their char-

itable relationships with America’s most prestigious universities, 

Israeli universities, and the government ministries themselves, 

should identify these donors and actively pursue partnerships with 

them on the grounds of the potentially catalytic impact of their 

investment in Israel’s future. The government has failed to see the 

urgency of this crisis, embroiled as it has been in the war and the 

many daily and weekly crises that characterize Israel’s political 

scene. The brain drain simply has not found its way onto the pol-

icy agenda. This is why anyone with the means or connections to 



144               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  t w e n t y

get policymakers to devote attention to this crisis should use every 

possible lever to do so. If you are an investor or philanthropist who 

loves Israel, use whatever leverage you have to build momentum and 

get money behind this idea.

The influx of such resources would have the opposite effect of the 

brain-drain cycle; it would create a positive spiral rippling outward 

and upward to the entire society, not to mention the world.

Policy Change

These direct incentives in the academic sphere should be accompa-

nied by additional macro policy priorities, particularly cost-of-living 

and housing issues. Since home ownership is a primary pull factor 

for many young educated people, they need to see it as an attainable 

goal if they are to stay or be drawn back to Israel. That means a pol-

icy of dramatic housing expansion and development.

Israel’s 3 percent, its 287,000-strong core, also wants to know that 

they are committing to a state that is committed to itself as a secure 

liberal democracy. Restoring a sense of stability and calm to the 

political situation will disempower the push factors unleashed since 

the furor over judicial reform.

Combining the elements below will enhance Israeli universi-

ties’ competitiveness, incentivize researchers abroad to return, and 

strengthen existing pull factors, which are already significant:

•	 An open and efficient academic system that is less hierarchical 

and less bureaucratic;  more collaborative and open, and capa-

ble of doing more with less. 

•	 A culture that fosters intellectual independence, with young 

researchers being given autonomy from Day One while enjoy-

ing relatively low teaching loads. 

•	 A profound sense of mission, offering the intangible satisfaction 

of knowing that research not only advances science and knowl-

edge but also contributes to Israel’s well-being and resilience. 
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•	 “The Israeli pace,” entailing a work environment that is less 

formal and more dynamic. 

Many Israeli researchers want to stay in Israel, and many 

abroad want to return. Or at least they want to want to. They’re 

primed for persuasion. They want to raise their children in an 

Israeli framework, close to family and close friends. The push and 

pull factors have just, in recent years, become increasingly strong. 

Many want Israel to pull them back, and they want it to happen at 

the most opportune stage in their career and lifespan.

Two points in time are particularly effective. First, after the 

postdoctoral stage, when researchers are early in their career and 

have not yet formed deep institutional ties abroad. That’s also 

when family units are younger and less established, making the 

decision to return easier. Second, during their children’s adoles-

cence, when they want their children to live in Israel and absorb 

Israeli culture, this sometimes coincides with a desire to care for 

aging parents in Israel.



The recently published brain drain data from the Central Bureau 

of Statistics should be as a wake-up call. The problem is real, and 

it’s happening fast. Currently existing programs — such as the 

Beresheet program for returning outstanding postdoctoral fellows 

and the OR program for outstanding senior researchers, operated 

Israel’s brain drain poses as much of 

an existential threat to its future as any 

of its foreign enemies do. 
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by the Israel Science Foundation (ISF) through a combination 

of state and philanthropic funding — can be models for a joint  

government and philanthropic approach to the crisis. A philanthrop-

ic-government partnership sends a message of national importance 

and allows the ISF to expand the number of fellowships, increasing 

the chances of bringing Israel’s best minds home.

National Research Centers

Another proposal is the establishment of national research insti-

tutes, akin to national laboratories, in high-priority fields, capable 

of absorbing significant numbers of returning Israeli researchers. 

Each institute would be devoted to a small selection of the world’s 

major challenges — food insecurity, climate science, artificial intel-

ligence processing, bioconvergence — and be granted the resources 

necessary to be a leading center in its field. Here, too, funding 

would combine public and philanthropic sources, along with com-

mercialization of research outputs. Resource concentration would 

enable top-level research. Beyond their economic and social value, 

such institutes would attract the attention of outstanding Israeli 

researchers who now work abroad. The institutes would house labo-

ratories, each of which would cost around $15 million to build and 

$20 million annually to operate. Allocation of funds for these labs 

must become a national priority, and we must all do whatever is in 

our power to get it on the legislative agenda. Surely this is one pol-

icy initiative that the governing coalition and the opposition should 

theoretically agree on: ensuring the future of Israel’s human capital. 

Network Israeli Research Across the Globe

Finally, we must never give up on those researchers who choose to 

work abroad for now. It’s Israel’s job to ensure that their profes-

sional ties to Israel’s research community do not fray. This could 

be done by establishing a network called the Israeli Community 
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for Academic Excellence, that would be a platform for top Israeli 

researchers abroad to contribute academically to Israeli universities. 

There is genuine interest within Israel’s scholarly expat population 

to maintain ties and contribute to the Israeli academy. This can 

be facilitated through, for example, periodic stays and teaching 

in Israel, summer semesters, doctoral supervision, online courses, 

hosting Israeli students in overseas labs, and expanding collabora-

tive research between Israeli and overseas scholars.

Israel’s brain drain is a flashing warning light for the “start-up 

nation” vehicle, indicating that its gas is running low. Those who 

are leaving are the best of Israel’s sons and daughters, including IDF 

reserve commanders who are also technological entrepreneurs and 

who can lead Israel in the global economy.

An Israel without its best human capital would be a funda-

mentally different country: poorer, weaker, and more vulnerable. 

Confronting the brain drain is not only an economic imperative. 

It’s the heart of struggle to define Israel’s very character for the 

decades ahead. The time to act is now, before the drain trickle 

turns into a flood.

This is perhaps Zionism’s greatest 21st-century challenge. Israel is 

itself the laboratory that Zionism built. Now let’s use it.

To read and share 
this article online, 

scan the QR code.
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DEPARTURES
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n first glance  — maybe even  

second or third — Isaac Asimov’s Foun-

dation trilogy hardly seems to fit into 

the category of “Jewish masterpiece.” 

Masterpiece, sure: Ever since it was 

first published in short-story form in 

the 1940s and as novels a decade later, 

it’s been firmly lodged at or near the top of every list of the best 

science fiction of all time. But Jewish? 

And in case you haven’t read it — or haven’t since you were 12, 

or know it only from the current Apple TV adaptation — a look 

back at the original material won’t provide an easy answer, either. 

The novels portray a galactic empire decaying from the periphery 

inward and heading toward a millennia-spanning dark age. It’s 

too late to stave off the darkness. But the depth of misery can be 

curtailed by a few individuals of goodwill who can save civiliza-

tion by establishing the eponymous Foundation to ride out the 

jeremy dauber

Jewish Masterpiece:  
The Foundation Trilogy
Isaac Asimov’s prophets, from Moses to Freud
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chaos that’s soon to follow. They will be guided by the tenets of 

“psychohistory” — a mathematically precise prediction, at least in 

the aggregate, of future human affairs, presided over by the holo-

grammatic ghost of the projection’s prime expositor, Hari Seldon. 

If you look for overtly Jewish characters in the trilogy, you won’t 

find them. Born Jewish, Asimov was an avowed atheist. So how to 

proceed, at least in an intellectually responsible fashion? Perhaps 

by taking a page from the tenets that Asimov articulates in the 

Foundation trilogy itself: suggesting, à la his psychohistory, that 

the Jewish currents that moved and shaped him operated in ways 

that were deeply, even subconsciously, formative.



Isaac Asimov’s first short story was called “Ad Astra,” or “To the 

Stars” — as classic an exposition of aspiration as ever there was. 

And Asimov’s use of that Latin tag, from early on, indicated a very 

specific kind of aspiration: an immigrant’s drive to acculturate 

and assimilate. That aspiration was at home in the hothouse Jew-

ish-immigrant milieu of the man with a deeply Jewish first name 

and an obviously Eastern European surname. If the goal of many 

early- and mid-20th-century Jews was to make their way into mass 

culture, one can easily see Asimov’s project, beginning with “Ad 

Astra,” in that same vein of pop acculturation: a young man trying 

to show the goyim he could play on their field.

You can see this in so many American Jewish masterpieces of 

the day, from Superman to Tin Pan Alley to Your Show of Shows: 

Jewishness not only was effaced, it had to be. That was part of 

not just the bargain but the dream: to make other kinds of affilia-

tions and connections, to move beyond the shtetl to the American 

social stratosphere. The aspiration was to be accepted in broader 

American culture, even if it meant leaving one’s community 

behind. The scientists of Asimov’s Foundation are stand-ins for 

the people he was trying to reach, modeled as they were on the  



152               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  t w e n t y

science-fiction enthusiasts of his day: a small, intellectually supe-

rior, highly evolved, and socially marginalized group. If you’d 

asked Asimov which writers he admired, he’d have given you Gen-

tile names such as Robert Heinlein and A.E. van Vogt, not Sholem 

Aleichem and Isaac Babel. The historian on his mind as he com-

posed the Foundation stories was Edward Gibbon, not Heinrich 

Graetz. He wanted to change history by writing about the future. 

But the model for Hari Seldon, the prime mover of Asimov’s 

three-part Foundation story, was certainly modeled on a Viennese 

Jew who had tried, and one could say succeeded more than any-

one, to assimilate: Sigmund Freud. It’s not too much to say that 

Freudian traces are everywhere in Asimov’s work, but it requires a 

bit of processing to uncover them all.

First, Asimov’s narrative conceit in the Foundation trilogy has 

more than a little to do with Jewishness, in that it involves a fetishi-

zation of intellectual activity intended to secure the future. This 

isn’t to say that the famously secular Asimov was a fan of Jewish 

text study. His father, though Orthodox, made no effort to teach 

his son Jewish prayers, as Asimov later recalled in his memoir, and 

there’s no sign that Asimov was ever interested in picking up that 

thread. In the trilogy, the scientists of the Foundation publicly 

clothe their scientific achievements in “priestly” (as Asimov puts 

it) mumbo jumbo, conjuring a ruse of religious ritual in order to 

conceal the real scientific work of psychohistory.

And yet in private these Foundation scientists continue to hold 

Seldon in a worshipful light, which seems not quite suitable for 

a man merely of science. Could he be something more? When, 

as an old man’s ghost, Seldon appears in the holoscreen during 

moments of crisis, he sure looks like an old-time prophet, and even 

the Foundation’s own members — expostulating with phrases such 

as “By Seldon!” — tend to treat him as one. Modeled on Freud, Sel-

don also has a note of the psychohistorical prophet in him.

Moreover, Asimov repeatedly insists that it’s impossible to 

understand the math that psychohistory relies on, making it an 
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esoteric text reminiscent of Kabbalah. It is literally kept hidden 

away and appears as a kind of glowing almost-tablet-type object 

called the Prime Radiant. This is the kind of thing that would 

have us paging Dr. Freud — except, of course, that he already 

appears (figuratively) over and over again, throughout the work. 

It’s as though Asimov simply could not get away from the Jewish 

subconscious.

And we can go further: Seldon’s (and Asimov’s) dream of pre-

dicting history — the essence of the Foundation — is a staple of 

many religious faiths, and Jewish history is no exception to the 

rule. Science fiction, it is often argued, is a literature of ideas. 

It’s less frequently referred to as a literature of theories of history, 

though it can be. And Asimov’s theory of history — psychohistory, 

that is, the one that guides the trilogy’s creation — is reminiscent 

of the one that the great Jewish historian Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi 

would posit decades later. Yerushalmi famously referred to history 

as “the faith of fallen Jews,” and there is a way in which Asimov, 

that atheistic Jew who canonizes Freud in his fiction, takes that 

dictum to the next level. 

How so? Yerushalmi explains that, in real life, humans have 

a complex and complementary relationship between history and 

memory, and Jews more so than most. Memory, one can say, is a 

story that we tell, and the way Asimov balances history and memory 

in the Foundation trilogy is entirely in line with Yerushalmi’s Jew-

ish story of that balance. In Deuteronomy, Moses tells a story to the 

Children of Israel about their destitute past and divine redemption, 

It’s not too much to say that Freudian traces are 

everywhere in Asimov’s work, but it requires a 

bit of processing to uncover them all.



154               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  t w e n t y

and he tells them to tell that story to their own children after them. 

Check: This is precisely what Seldon, who knows he cannot get to 

the Promised Land, does, and the story is repeated over and over 

again, in tones of myth and memory, by Foundation descendants. 

Then came Freud — a central figure in Yerushalmi’s story as 

well as Asimov’s — who wrote a book about Moses and developed 

a “talking cure” that requires telling, listening, and interpreta-

tion. Check again. The Foundation trilogy doesn’t really focus on 

whether or not the galaxy will be saved. What it does, like Freudian 

psychoanalysis and Jewish textual practice did before it, is focus on 

how the past can best be mined to solve the problems that spring 

up in the present. Both methods prize talk and debate. Tellingly, 

most of Asimov’s heroes are not men of action, in contrast to, say, 

those heroes of Asimov’s non-Jewish peer Heinlein, whose heroes 

(like Heinlein himself) have more than a whiff of the military about 

them. Asimov’s priests are men of intellect who talk and puzzle and 

debate over questions and explanations and theories and counter 

theories and false leads and red herrings much the same way stu-

dents in a yeshiva talk and puzzle and debate. 

And more than even that. Yerushalmi, the historian, cast 

Freud’s writing (particularly his writing about Moses) as a history 

of the Jewish psyche after a lifetime of attempted Austro-German 

assimilation. Yerushalmi could have written history the way he 

did only after digesting the events Asimov was living through as 

he wrote the bulk of the Foundation stories: World War II and 

the Shoah. For many iconic American Jewish cultural creators, 

including Jack Kirby, co-creator of Captain America, fighting 

Hitler was an aspiration they embraced in every aspect of their 

American and Jewish identity. And the Foundation trilogy’s most, 

and indeed only, memorable villain, the Mule — a mutant with an 

uncanny, mind-controlling charisma — isn’t exactly Adolf Hitler, 

but there are more than a few correspondences. Asimov certainly 

understood, and made clear in the Foundation trilogy, that he 

was chronicling nothing less than a civilizational battle and that 
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his chosen people, whether they were Jews, Americans, or galac-

tic priests, stood for civilization. And their victory — recounted to 

us in Asimov’s final, postwar version of the trilogy, which inserts 

excerpts from Encyclopedia Galactica, written long after the Foun-

dation’s triumph — means nothing less than realizing the dream 

of a promised land. 

Asimov’s Foundation trilogy is, indeed, about reaching for the 

stars. But what matters more than that is the way the stars, the fallen 

worlds of the past, come back, constantly, to us.

To read and share 
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The letters below respond to our Money issue of Fall 2025. Additional 

letters can be found on our website at sapirjournal.org/letters. We wel-

come your responses to the current issue at letters@sapirjournal.org. 

To the Editor:

n  “The Need for a Jewish Sovereign Wealth Fund,” 

Jordan Chandler Hirsch offers a serious and stim-

ulating account of the pressures facing American 

Jewish institutions in an age of technological dis-

ruption, political volatility, and cultural fragmentation. His diag-

nosis is thoughtful. His proposed cure — a communal vehicle 

modeled on a Persian Gulf–style sovereign wealth fund — is not. 

The model misunderstands what has made American Jewish life 

uniquely successful, obscures the centrality of the State of Israel 

in Jewish political identity, and implicitly concedes ground to 

those who mischaracterize the U.S.-Israel relationship.

I respond not to dismiss Hirsch but to build on a conversation 

that he has helpfully begun. As an American Jewish conservative 

committed to renewing the institutions that have long sustained 

Letters
Readers respond
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Jewish flourishing in this country, I share much of his concern. 

But we part ways on the remedy. The American Jewish community 

already possesses tools that are more effective, more legitimate, 

and far more aligned with Jewish and American political tradi-

tions than the model Hirsch proposes.

I. The Uniqueness of the American Jewish Experience

To understand why Hirsch’s solution falls short, we must begin with 

the most important fact about Jews in the United States: American 

Jewry is not simply another diaspora community. It is the benefi-

ciary of a political order unlike any other in Jewish history.

America is not a place where Jews merely found refuge; it is a 

place where Jews became full partners in the nation’s civic project. 

The United States is a covenantal republic, not an ethnic or tribal 

nation-state. As Jonathan Sacks argued, its political philosophy 

rests on consent, moral responsibility, and the dignity of the indi-

vidual. As Meir Soloveichik has shown, the American constitu-

tional order — its structures, its jurisprudence, and its underlying 

moral vision — created an environment singularly hospitable to a 

minority faith animated by ethical monotheism.

This is why American shtadlanut — the communal advocacy 

tradition inherited from Europe and elsewhere — was always dif-

ferent from its Old World counterparts. In Europe, the shtadlan 

petitioned princes for protection. In America, Jews became law-

makers, judges, advocates, and public servants shaping the nation’s 

moral and political trajectory. That Louis Brandeis served as a 

justice of the Supreme Court and as a leading figure in American 

Jewish civic affairs says more about America — and about the con-

fidence and civic integration of its Jews — than about anything 

resembling traditional emissary politics.

By the mid-20th century, American shtadlanut was already 

declining because the American system rendered it unnecessary. 

Jews did not need intermediaries. They were citizens.
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This is why the American Jewish experience has been the 

most successful diaspora experience in Jewish history. To sug-

gest that this civic architecture is too fragile to sustain Jewish 

engagement today is to underestimate American exceptional-

ism itself.

II. The Missing State: Israel and Jewish Political Life

Hirsch’s argument also overlooks the central role of the modern 

State of Israel in shaping Jewish political identity. Shtadlanut 

was already waning in the United States for the reasons outlined 

above, but 1948 completed its demise. With the founding of Israel, 

Jewish security ceased to depend on the goodwill of foreign rulers 

or communal emissaries. It rested on Jewish sovereignty — on the 

decisions of an elected government responsible for defense, diplo-

macy, and statecraft.

Any framework for American Jewish strategy that sidelines the 

State of Israel therefore misunderstands the past 75-plus years of 

Jewish political life.

But Hirsch’s proposal raises a more troubling issue. It risks 

reinforcing the antisemitic trope — pushed by both the far Left 

and the far Right — that U.S. security assistance to Israel results 

from a sinister, ethnically driven lobby acting against American 

interests. This is not only false; it is profoundly dangerous.

As scholars such as Daniel Samet and Walter Russell Mead 

have documented, U.S. support for Israel is grounded firmly in 

American national interests and has been sustained on a bipar-

tisan basis for decades. Israel enhances U.S. deterrence, provides 

intelligence advantages, stabilizes a volatile region, and reduces 

the burden on American servicemembers.

My own view — shaped most recently by the events of 2024 and 

2025 — is that the United States has enjoyed an extraordinary return 

on investment from its security partnership with Israel. Far from 

undermining U.S. interests, the relationship has strengthened them.



 w i n t e r  2 0 2 6   |   s a p i r               159

Against this backdrop, the notion that Israel should — or 

would — trade its U.S. security-assistance program for reliance 

on a communal investment vehicle managed by private investors 

unaccountable to the government of Israel is not merely imprac-

tical. It’s unrealistic and conceptually incoherent, and it under-

mines Israel’s sovereignty.

If Israel chooses to restructure its security relationship with 

the United States in the future, that decision belongs to the 

government of Israel, negotiated with the government of the 

United States.

A sovereign Israel makes sovereign decisions. American Jews 

should support that sovereignty; we should not substitute for it.

III. Tocqueville, Lincoln, and the American Civic Inheritance

The most serious flaw in Hirsch’s proposal is its departure from 

the Tocquevillian understanding of American civic life. Alexis de 

Tocqueville recognized that America’s vitality rested on not only 

its institutions but also its “habits of the heart” — the moral and 

religious commitments that animated civic association, self-gov-

ernment, and shared responsibility.

A young Abraham Lincoln echoed this insight in his Lyceum 

Address in 1838. America, he warned, would not be destroyed by 

foreign foes: “If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its 

author and finisher.” The Republic’s future hinged on Americans’ 

fidelity to the principles of liberty, law, and civic virtue.

Ronald Reagan drew from the same civic well in 1983 when he 

declared that “for America to be great, it must also be good.”

American Jews have long contributed to this moral ecosystem. 

Through our synagogues, schools, charities, legal advocacy, and 

civic activism, we helped strengthen the Judeo-Christian frame-

work on which the American project rests. This civic-moral invest-

ment — not a pooled financial instrument — has been the true 

source of American Jewish resilience.
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IV. A Recent Test of Jewish Civic Strength

The durability of this civic inheritance was evident in the response 

to recent controversies. After Tucker Carlson’s interview with Nick 

Fuentes — and amid the turmoil surrounding the Heritage Foun-

dation — what mattered most was not the presence of a communal 

fund. It was the responsiveness of American Jews acting as full par-

ticipants in American civic life.

The Republican Jewish Coalition led the national pushback, 

rallying major conservative leaders to repudiate Fuentes and those 

who flirted with his antisemitic rhetoric. In the conservative pod-

cast sphere, Ben Shapiro and Josh Hammer mounted a forceful 

defense of Jewish dignity. In the tech and entrepreneurial commu-

nity, leaders such as Joe Lonsdale and Sean Maguire responded 

decisively and unapologetically.

This was a coalition rooted in civic virtue, not capital alloca-

tion. It succeeded not because of a communal fund, but because 

American Jews acted confidently as American citizens.

V. The Real Work Ahead

The challenges that Hirsch identifies — technological disruption, 

polarization, antisemitism — are serious. But his solution misdi-

agnoses the problem.

What American Jewry requires is not a sovereign wealth fund 

but a renewal of the civic, moral, and institutional commitments 

that have sustained us since the Founding:

•	 Strengthening American civic institutions — schools, syna-

gogues, associations, local communities

•	 Rebuilding moral excellence and public virtue

•	 Recommitting to America’s founding principles, as Lincoln 

urged

•	 Affirming Israel’s sovereign prerogatives in all matters of 

national security
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•	 Equipping American Jews to act confidently as citizens, not 

intermediaries

•	 Building cross-sector alliances to defend liberal democracy 

and reject hatred in all its forms

These tasks require leadership, courage, and civic imagina-

tion — not a new financial structure.

VI. Conclusion: The Covenant We Inherited

Hirsch deserves credit for raising urgent questions. But the path 

forward for American Jewry does not lie in adopting a Gulf-state 

financial model. It lies in renewing the American covenant — a 

covenant grounded in moral purpose, civic responsibility, and the 

dignity of every human being.

America has been the most successful Diaspora home in Jew-

ish history because its political philosophy aligns deeply with 

Jewish ethical commitments. We honor that legacy not by mim-

icking Bahrain but by deepening our engagement with America’s 

founding principles, by heeding Lincoln’s warnings, by recall-

ing Reagan’s conviction that goodness is the foundation of  

greatness, and by recognizing Israel as a sovereign partner in 

Jewish destiny.

American Jews have long embodied what Hirsch seeks: resilience, 

civic responsibility, and moral courage. Our task is to continue that 

work — not replace it.
ro ger zakheim

Director, Ronald Reagan Institute

Simi Valley, Calif.

Roger Zakheim and Jordan Chandler Hirsch joined Bret Stephens 

for a Sapir  event to discuss Hirsch’s article and Zakheim’s 

response. Watch it on YouTube or stream it as a podcast by visiting  

sapirjournal.org/conversations.
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To the Editor:

he proposal that American Jews establish a 

sovereign wealth fund rests on a flawed premise 

of parallel sovereignty. Unintentionally, it implies 

the troubling trope of Jewish dual loyalty. While 

Jews are unquestionably a people, a definition that transcends 

modern categories, our national identity is unambiguously 

American.

That semantic error should not distract from a real need that 

Hirsch emphasizes: for a more intentional and values-driven 

Jewish approach to communal investing. The question, how-

ever, is not whether Jewish capital should be mobilized with 

purpose, but where it can be deployed most effectively.

Unlike the author, I believe that the public market — not 

private equity — is the proper arena. Investor advocacy for 

Jewish values is most visible, transparent, and accountable in 

the public markets. It is also where the long-term contest over 

corporate governance and the normalization of BDS will be 

decided.

Encouragingly, 2025 saw the launch of the first actively Jew-

ish exchange-traded fund that places Jewish values at the center 

of investment selection and shareholder engagement. It is early 

innings, but it reflects a communal imperative grounded in the 

institutions we share as Americans.
greg borofsky

Brooklyn, N.Y.

 

Jordan Chandler Hirsch responds:

 am gr ateful  to Roger Zakheim and Greg  

Borofsky for their engagement. Their counterargu-

ments help refine my argument for a Jewish sovereign 

wealth fund — and underscore its need. 

Zakheim’s portrayal of the American constitutional order, 

and of the Jewish community’s role in it, is stirring. He rightly 
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celebrates Jewish contributions to American civic life, but 

the successes he cites as evidence of transcending shtadlanut 

(American Jews serving as lawmakers, judges, and public ser-

vants) were, in fact, the ultimate proof of it: a highly effective, 

elite-level version of communal advocacy. We can no longer rely 

on Tocquevillian “habits of the heart” alone in a low-trust soci-

ety where those very institutions are in decline. We must speak 

and act in a new language: the language of power. My proposal 

isn’t a retreat from the American promise; it’s doubling down 

on America, and an investment in a future where we act as a 

self-assured people pursuing our interests openly.

Borofsky argues that doing so would raise the specter of “dual 

loyalty” because any discussion of “sovereignty” would call into 

question our “unambiguously American” national identity. We 

are, indeed, American through and through — which is precisely 

why we should stop appealing to decaying institutions like a pro-

tected class and instead start acting like confident citizens. In 

today’s anti-institutional climate, a model of influence mediated 

through a fading establishment only feeds suspicion. By mak-

ing Jewish interests sovereign, we trade “shadowy” tropes for an 

authentic, unapologetic presence.

Finally, while public-market advocacy has its place, it is insti-

tutionalism par excellence. Attempting to influence corporate 

governance via ETFs is an incremental response to a revolu-

tionary moment. It does not carve out power and respect in the 

anti-institutional world, nor does it provide a new model for the 

Jewish self-assertion that Borofsky agrees we need.

The greatest risk to Jewish flourishing today isn’t that we 

wield our power too boldly, but that we will fail to adapt while 

the world shifts beneath us. We must act as sovereign partners 

in the American project, not just its nervous beneficiaries.


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To the Editor:

s i  read  Ilana M. Horwitz’s excellent article “Pov-

erty and Jewish Community; Dispatches from the 

Margins,” the menorah previously owned by my 

friend Susan Silverman, of blessed memory, was on 

a table next to me. I had left it there to remind me to clean off the 

wax before putting it away until next Hanukkah. 

Thinking about Susan, I was disappointed that the article 

left out one of the groups that lack access to Jewish communal 

support: LGBTQ+ Jews, who have often fled the synagogues of 

their youth (and sometimes have cut ties with their birth fami-

lies) for many reasons including the Jewish community’s intense 

focus on, and pressure to participate in, heterosexual marriages 

in which the spouses have children; anti-gay teachings in our 

tradition; discrimination against our intimate relationships; and 

lack of welcome. 

I would like to suggest an additional “key intervention.” But 

first, a story: In the years after the 1969 Stonewall Riots, Susan 

and I were both lesbian leaders in New York City’s emerging move-

ment for gay and lesbian liberation. In 2014, when she retired 

after a long career as a social worker, Susan moved from Brook-

lyn to Philadelphia’s “gayborhood,” into the newly built John C. 

Anderson Apartments, the first federally funded LGBTQ+ afford-

able senior-living community in the nation. Susan died in August 

2022, at age 73, after a short, acute illness and decades of chronic 

health problems. We spoke weekly during the last few years of 

Susan’s life, and I visited her in Philadelphia several times from 

my home in Washington State.

 The myth that all gays are rich is as false as the myth that all 

Jews are rich. Compared with the general population, seniors in 

the  LGBTQ+ community are less likely to have grown children or 

other family support. 

Susan had never had a high-paying job, and she didn’t have chil-

dren. In retirement, she relied on Social Security, food stamps, a 
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small pension, the mutual-aid practices she was a leader in creat-

ing at Anderson Apartments, and well-honed skills in the frugal 

use of her limited resources. A primary reason she was able to 

consistently prepare herself nutritious meals was that she received 

food deliveries from several social-service agencies. 

The food boxes that she told me about most often — because 

they made her so happy — included kosher food and Jewish holi-

day items. (From my research, I’m guessing that these boxes came 

from the Jewish Relief Agency.) Though Susan did not belong to a 

synagogue as an adult or attend services, she always had a strong 

Jewish identity. She certainly didn’t keep kosher, but those boxes 

of kosher food and items for the Jewish holidays made her feel 

cared for in a way no other support did. When she talked about 

them, her accent from growing up in Queens became more pro-

nounced, and she used more Yiddish words.

The intervention I would add to the list in the article is: Reach 

out to LGBTQ+ organizations and individuals in your community. 

Perhaps the way to spread information about the availability of 

support for vulnerable Jews who need services might be marching 

in Pride parades and having a table during Pride fairs. 

Perhaps synagogues that welcome LGBTQ+ people could 

communicate to the LGBTQ+ community that lots has changed 

in the past few decades, with many rabbis now performing gay 

weddings. Other changes that might make a positive differ-

ence include substituting “parents” for “fathers and mothers” 

in prayers; offering “B-Mitzvah” ceremonies; and starting to 

explore how to use the newly developed grammar of non-gendered 

Hebrew. Those who fled Jewish community organizations 

might be empowered to consider new choices if they have this 

information.

The best people to ask for advice on how to accomplish this 

intervention are the LGBTQ+ people who are already partici-

pating in Jewish organizations, despite the challenges. Such 

conversations would surely lead to creative ideas for building 
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connections with other LGBTQ+ Jews, whether things are going 

well for them or they are in need of support.
emily weiner

Bellingham, Washington

To the Editor:

lana Horwitz’s insightful article “Poverty and 

Jewish Community” correctly highlights the chal-

lenge of reaching Jewish individuals who exist on 

the margins of communal life. She notes that the 

infrastructure of mutual aid, while powerful, can inadvertently 

exclude those lacking strong social connections.

We at the Jewish Relief Agency (JRA) of Philadelphia were saddened 

to read that Kari, a mother in our service area, felt that there hadn’t 

been “any outreach from the  JRA or any of the resources around here.”

This experience reflects the painful reality of isolation for some 

in our community, and as an organization dedicated to helping 

those caught in the crisis of food insecurity, JRA does not wait for 

the vulnerable to come to us; we actively seek them out.

To reach Jews who might not be connected to traditional food 

programs, we recently partnered with Chesed Philly to provide 

118 food boxes as gifts to their clients. This effort was a tangi-

ble gesture to remind individuals — who may feel isolated or too 

ashamed to ask — that JRA is here to help and that they are not 

forgotten. As a result of this outreach, 13 new families have signed 

up to receive food packages from JRA. We all need various kinds of 

help throughout our lives, and as so many of us have experienced, 

asking for it can sometimes be the greatest barrier to receiving. 

This is where the collective responsibility of our community 

meets the necessity of individual action. Hillel the Elder taught in 

Pirkei Avot (2:4), “Do not separate yourself from the community.” 

The maxim is applicable to all members of the community, as we 

are all givers and receivers in different ways. By demonstrating 

consistent, visible, and dignified outreach, we hope to build the 
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trust necessary to close the gap between those we serve and those 

who, sadly, remain isolated from the communal help they deserve. 

Our commitment is to make sure that geography, class, and fam-

ily structure never prevent anyone in the Jewish community from 

accessing aid.

This is why Horowitz’s focus on the social-bonding potential of 

horizontal and vertical relationships is so on point. It is tremendously 

difficult for any nonprofit organization, no matter how dedicated, to 

reach and sustain assistance for individuals who have fundamentally 

removed themselves from all communal touchpoints. Our safety net 

is built on relationships, but it requires a connection point — a rabbi, 

a school, a friend, or even a single phone call — to activate. Our  

constant work is to widen the net, remove the stigma, and lower the 

barriers to entry, and we call on anyone who could use our help to 

take the first, brave step of contact.

We noted with appreciation that, in their streamed Sapir 

Conversation on December 18, Horwitz and Phil Getz acknowl-

edged JRA’s invaluable work. We feel likewise about Sapir and 

thank you for devoting attention to this important issue facing 

our community.
r achel schwartz

Chair, Jewish Relief Agency 
steve schauder

Executive Director, Jewish Relief Agency

Bala Cynwyd, Pa.

Ilana Horwitz responds:

he letter  from the Jewish Relief Agency (JRA) 

leadership is a welcome reminder that the gap 

between need and access is one that dedicated orga-

nizations are actively working to close. As I noted in 

my earlier research on Jewish communal responses during Covid-19 

(“Ties in Tough Times: How Social Capital Helps Lower-Income 

Jewish Parents Weather the Economic Hardship of COVID-19,” 



168               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  t w e n t y

published five years ago in Contemporary Jewry) JRA was able to 

continue food distribution to more than 6,000 clients monthly 

during the pandemic and began delivering food directly to clients 

who could no longer visit food banks. JRA’s work is exemplary, 

and their new partnership with Chesed Philly is exactly the kind 

of proactive outreach needed.

That said, Kari’s experience as described in my article is not a 

criticism of JRA; it is a data point about what isolation feels like 

from the inside. It is also worth noting, in connection with Emily 

Weiner’s letter, that this interviewee is an LGBTQ+ Jew — some-

one whose economic vulnerability is compounded by the particular 

barriers that LGBTQ+ Jews face in accessing communal support. 

One of the central findings of one of my studies quoted in the 

article — “On the Edge: Voices of Economic Vulnerability in U.S. 

Jewish Communities” — is that economically vulnerable Jews often 

have weaker communal connections and that LGBTQ+ individuals 

are overrepresented among those facing economic distress. JRA’s 

own insight that their safety net “requires a connection point (e.g., 

a rabbi, a school, a friend, or even a single phone call ) to activate” 

underscores the structural challenge. For someone like Kari, who 

is navigating both economic vulnerability and the alienation that 

LGBTQ+ Jews often experience from Jewish institutions, those con-

nection points may simply not exist.

This is not a failure of any single organization, but rather a 

structural reality that demands a communal response. This is 

precisely why I am grateful that organizations such as JRA are 

committed to widening the net.

Emily Weiner’s letter and the story of her friend Susan pow-

erfully illustrate the structural reality. Our research documents 

specific challenges that LGBTQ+ Jews experiencing economic  

vulnerability face: lack of family support when families have 

rejected them based on their sexual or gender identities, pain-

ful experiences of institutional rejection, particular medical and 

mental health needs, and — since October 7 — increased difficulty  
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finding comfort in progressive spaces that are not specifically Jewish.

Our recommendations call for reimagining Jewish communal 

life to reflect diverse family structures and economic realities, 

including creating programs that serve LGBTQ+ Jews and sup-

porting initiatives that resonate with Jews whose lives don’t align 

with traditional communal norms.

Susan’s story captures how Jewish identity doesn’t disappear 

when people leave institutional Jewish life. A box of kosher food 

delivered to an affordable senior apartment in Philadelphia’s gay-

borhood kept that connection alive. Weiner is right that Jewish 

communities must proactively build bridges to LGBTQ+ organi-

zations and individuals — not wait for people to come back on 

their own.

To read and share these 
and other letters online, 

scan the QR code.
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