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I have had many occasions over the last few years to give talks in front of various audiences, 
always followed by a discussion, especially about science and its stakes. It is not rare that 
towards the end a student, gathering his boldness, finishes by asking: « you belong to the 
Académie des Sciences, what is it useful for ? ». I must say that I welcome the question which 
gives me the opportunity of making explicit what we are and we wish to be. This induction 
ceremony for our new Associate Members, that we are so happy to welcome among us, since 
their presence manifests the universality of science and the close relationships that we 
entertain with the scientific world, irrespective of the dotted line that history has drawn on the 
world map, gives me an occasion to spell out our missions and our ambitions.  
 
Several types of Academies have been set up since the Lincei, the Italian lynxes led by 
Federico Cesi, soon joined by Galileo, have opened the way in 1603. A few decades later 
London and Paris followed this initiative, and were progressively imitated by all the large 
countries of the world. The Inter Academic Panel, which just held its general assembly at the 
Bibiotheca Alexandrina a few days ago, has now more ninety academies in its membership.  
But these Academies are not all quite the same. The most singular case is that of an Academy, 
whose name will not be pronounced, in which the average Member is retired for about 25 
years. One then sees that this Academy is essentially ignored both from the opinion leaders of 
its country and by the international organizations.  Other academies are in fact very close, 
sometimes even part of the government and they administer, in conjunction, some key 
elements of the research organization. In spite of this these academies in general try to attract 
in their membership their most competent scientists, but it has happened that brilliant 
scientists, with a too independent mind, are left aside. Nevertheless most Academies, and in 
particular this one, define themselves by the independence in their judgments in spite of all 
the difficulties to which they might be exposed correlatively. Let us remember the courage of 
our colleagues from the Academy of the former Soviet Union who refused to expel Andrei 
Sakharov.  How many times did it happen to us to express publicly our opinion in spite of the 
fact that it did not please our Ministers. For instance in the contemporary period when we 
expressed the opinion that manned space flights were of quasi inexistent scientific interest, or 
in making explicit the potentialities of embryonic stem cells research, or else in underlining 
the danger of putting in the Constitution an article on a precautionary principle without 
assorting it of a symmetric principle of progress.  



 

 
Let me quote a few sentences gathered in the first chapter, devoted to our missions, in our by-
laws: 
 The Académie des sciences […] gather French scientists and associates Foreign 
scientists, chosen in both cases among the most eminent […] 
 The Académie des sciences independent and perennial […] contributes to the 
advancement of sciences and of their applications […] 
 The Académie des sciences sees to making scientific culture and the advancement of 
knowledge available to all.  
 
These injunctions are clear. We do have a duty of scientific interference towards our fellow 
citizens on all matters concerning society questions linked to the advancement of sciences, on 
the organization of research as well as on science education at all levels. « Advisers to the 
nation » , as put it eloquently our colleagues of the US National Academy of Sciences and it is 
quite  in the same light that we see our duties. Indeed the obligation of expressing ourselves 
does not imply that we are heard, but keeping silent is making it sure that we fail to our 
mission. Well, holding our tongue is certainly more comfortable. Let me remind you of the 
insults, and event the threats, to which some of our members have been exposed when they 
have had the courage to express themselves on issues such as the nuclear industry or the 
GMO’s . In those areas it is enough to be able to understand the underlying principles to be 
immediately accused of being a lobbyist, to hide secret personal interests in the matter, or to 
be members of a sort of sect named science. It is only when you do not understand that you 
have the right to talk. I have even heard a candidate for the Greens to the coming presidential 
elections indignant towards the Academy report concluding that asbestos was innocuous. The 
round of applause was strong, since this kind of demagogy is quite popular. However I must 
tell you that there has never been any report of our Académie on asbestos. We should leave 
here these tiresome minds, their certitudes free of any rationality, who refuse to admit that we 
are an entirely independent body devoid of any non scientific ambition.  
 
Over the last two years the organization of research in France was being to meet some 
evolutions. Of course we could not keep silent. We had to make proposals and suggestions 
whatever their fate would be. The University system has not been touched by the law which 
has been voted this year. A committee of our Academy will start very soon to examine explicit 
proposals and our Foreign Associates would be most welcome if they were willing to make us 
benefit of their outsider experience in this matter. Another group of our Members is presently 
studying various questions concerning science and security; they may end up recommending 
a code of good practice in the rapidly growing field of biology which may touch upon 
biological weapons. Human rights are constantly at risk in the world and our competence 
does not allow us to express ourselves unless scientists are themselves victims of a denial of 
their rights. To this effect we belong to the international network of Academies on human 
rights which often expresses itself collectively, sometimes successfully. Several members of 
our Academy are very busy for the last ten years at creating a new way of teaching science in 
schools; the principles of this inquiry based method consist in questioning and reasoning 
after observing. The list of scientific matters on which the Académie expresses itself by 
making reports is long. Those reports are always public; in general they result from our self-
initiative, often though after meeting with our Ministers to make sure that we have a chance to 
be listened to. Sometimes we are.  
 
I believe thus that we have got rid of the cruel picture of a society, somewhat obsolete like our 
uniforms, uniquely occupied at self-admiration and with the coming academy elections. Even 



 

the scientific prizes and awards that the Academy grants, which do represent legitimately an 
encouragement to excellence in science, are now for some of them of a slightly different 
nature. Indeed there are a few Foundations which make some sizable grants at our disposal 
with the task of selecting brilliant researchers for supporting their research laboratories or 
hiring post-docs. I confess that I envy the Royal Society which receives important funds from 
the government to support the most promising young researchers for several years, thereby 
giving them the ideal working conditions to create whatever they have in them.  
 
A few words on the international relations of the Académie. Your presence among us to-day 
demonstrates brilliantly how much our scientific practice makes sense only when integrated 
in the collective adventure of moving knowledge forward. Our Académie enjoys close links 
with several foreign Academies and is a member of several active international 
organizations: l’Inter Academic Panel, already mentioned, where our friend Yves Quéré has 
just completed his term as co-Chair, unanimously acknowledged for the relevance of his 
actions and his tireless dedication . It is on behalf of the IAP that our Foreign Secretary, Prof. 
André Capron is managing a program devoted to the health of mother and child in 
developing countries. Some concrete realizations are already in place, in particular in 
Senegal.  We belong also to the Inter Academic Council with fifteen other countries. The IAC 
is in charge of reports aimed at the main international organizations. A report on energy in 
preparation will be released during the coming spring; several points are quite sensitive such 
as greenhouse gases, the use of the biomass of nuclear energy for instance. For the last two 
years the G8 summit of the heads of states is preceded by a meeting of the corresponding 
eight academies and we invite in addition those of Brazil, China, India and South Africa.  
Recommendations are then sent collectively to the eight leaders on the scientific and technical 
matters which are on their agenda.  
 
However there is an additional dimension to science that I would like to outline even if it may 
look somewhat naïve. I believe indeed that science may transcend the most difficult political, 
ethnic or religious divisions. I would like to illustrate this point with two examples: the first 
one is called IPSO, the Israeli-Palestinian Science Organization. Three members of our 
Academy sit in its Council. Endorsed  by all the main Academies of the world, and in 
particular by the Israeli and Palestinian Academies , the Council in his last meeting at the 
UNESCO a month ago had to examine the  projects which followed the second call for 
proposals . As is the rule each proposal must have two principal investigators, one on each 
side. We have received for this 2006 call 71 proposals and we would have liked if we had 
enough financial means at our disposal, to support about half of them, but we are far from 
being able to do so. A tenuous hope of course, but hope that these two nations, once both 
endowed with a state, will analyze the mutual opportunity of being next to each other. Second 
example: the International Centre fro Theoretical Physics, founded in Trieste more than forty 
years ago by Abdus Salam, the prominent Nobel laureate in physics from Pakistan. I have 
taken part at several occasions in the activities of this Centre, and I have been until recently a 
member of their Council, together with our new Associate Tiruppatur Ramakrishnan. At every 
moment of the year there are about 500 scientists in the Centre, from all over the world, 
North as South, every color, a blend that I have never seen elsewhere. At the worst period of 
the cold war the intellectual ties between the East and the West have not been totally 
destroyed thanks to this Centre and the same is true form the conflicts in the Middle East 
 
So on behalf of all the Members of this Académie, I want to express the intense pleasure of 
welcoming you among us and the hope that your experience, slightly different from ours, will 
help us to fulfill our duties.  



 

(approximate translation) 


